Activity and
Consciousness

Aleksei Nikolaevich Leontyev



Marxists Internet Archive
P.O. Box 1541; Pacifica, CA 94044; USA.

Set by Andy Blunden in Garamond.

Aleksei Nikolaevich Leontyev (1904-1979)
1. Psychology, 2. Activity Theory, 3. Marxism

CC-SA (Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0)
2009 by Marxists Internet Archive.



Table of Contents

Activity and CONSCIOUSIIESS ucvuvurreereecreecrriaeireeeieeeteeseseesesseseseeseseesesensesensesenne 1
Activity, Consciousness, and Personality ........ccveererrecrreerreerreverresernenes 27
FOLeWOrd.. .. 27
INtroduCtion ... 28
Chapter 1. Marxism and Psychological Science ........cccvveevicenicenicenicnncnee 38
1.1. The General Bases of Marxist Psychology.........ccccccc...... 38
1.2. The Theory of ConsCIOUSNESS.....ccuveueecrrecureeerriecrreenenns 42
1.3. The Psychology of Cognitive Processes........ccccocecuvecune. 49
Chapter 2. Psychic Reflection ........cccvveuieeicenicenicnicrienicricseeeseeneees 60
2.1. Levels of Investigation of Reflection ........ccccoeeeuvecurennnee. 60
2.2. The Activity of Psychic Reflection........ccceecuveevuvecuvecnnce. 66
Chapter 3. The Problem of Activity and Psychology.........cccouevivivivicnnce 78
3.1. Two Approaches in Psychology ........cccvvvivinininnnnn 78
3.2. The Category of Objective ACHVILY ....cccvvvvreevirieeiiiniinens 84
3.3. Objective Activity and Psychology.........cccecviuvivvieviecnnnn. 89
3.4. The Relationship of Internal and External Activity ....... 92
3.5. The General Structure of ACtVILY ....cvvevvieviriviriciicicnnn 98
Chapter 4. Activity and CONSCIOUSIIESS .....uvvreveeevreiirieieeieeieiieseeeeeeisennns 114
4.1. The Genesis of CONSCIOUSNESS .....vvvieciriecirieenrineiiineniinas 114
4. 2. The Sensory Fabric of Consciousness.........coeeureeeuneeee 120
4.3. Meaning.......cccvieveiviniiiiniiic e 125
4.4, Personal SENSe ... 132
Chapter 5. Activity and Personality.........cccvceveecrnecrrecirecinecireeeecneeenen. 139
5.1, Personality ... 139
5.2. The Individual and Personality .......c.ccvveeuricericrricnenee 149
5.3. Activity as a Basis of Personality ........cccoceveurecrricnnenee 155
5.4. Motives, Emotions, and Personality ........c..ccccoeeureeeunnees 160
5.5. Formation of Personality ......c.cocccevereeuereereccrerrenecrennen 172

CONCIUSION ettt ettt ettt estese st eseereereeseereerseneensens 190






Activity and
Consciousness

In examining this problem the first point we have to consider is the
question of the significance of the category of activity in any interpreta-
tion of how human consciousness is determined.

There are two approaches to this major question. One of them pos-
tulates the direct dependence of the phenomena of consciousness on the
various influences exerted upon man’s receptive systems. This approach
was expressed with classical clarity in the 19th-century psycho-physics
and physiology of the sense organs. The main task of research in those
days was to establish the quantitative dependence of sensations, regarded
as elements of consciousness, on the physical parameters of the stimuli
affecting the sense organs. These researches were thus based on the
“stimulus-response” pattern.

The limitations of this approach lay in the fact that it assumed, on the
one hand, things and objects and, on the other, a passive subject influ-
enced by them. In other words, this approach ignores the significant ele-
ment of the actual relations of the subject with the objective world; it
ignores his activity. Such abstraction is, of course, admissible, but only
within the bounds of an experiment intended to discover certain proper-
ties of elementary structures and functions contributing to the realisation
of certain mental processes. The moment one goes beyond these narrow
limits, however, one realises the inadequacy of this approach, and it was
this that compelled the early psychologists to explain psychological facts
on the basis of special forces, such as that of active apperception, inner
intention or will, etc., that is to say, to appeal to the active nature of the
subject, but only in an idealistically interpreted, mystified form.

* First published in “Philosophy in the USSR, Problems of Dialectical Material-
ism,” 1977 by Progtess Publishers.
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There have been many attempts to overcome the theoretical difficul-
ties created by the postulate of immediacy underlying the approach we
have just mentioned. For example, it is stressed that the effects of exter-
nal influences are determined not immediately by the influences them-
selves, but depend on their refraction by the subject. In other words,
attention is concentrated on the fact that external causes act through the
medium of internal conditions. But this notion can be interpreted in vari-
ous ways, depending on what is meant by internal conditions. If they are
taken to mean a change in the internal states of the subject, the notion
offers us nothing essentially new. Any object can change its states and
hence manifest itself in different ways in its interaction with other ob-
jects. Footprints show on soft ground but not on hard; a hungry animal
reacts to food differently from one that is well fed; the literate person’s
reaction to a letter is different from that of the illiterate. It is another mat-
ter if by “internal conditions” we mean the special features of processes
that are active in the subject. But then the main question is what these
processes are that mediate the influences of the objective world reflected
in the human brain.

The basic answer to this question lies in acknowledging that these
processes are those that realize a person’s actual life in the objective
world by which he is surrounded, his social being in all the richness and
variety of its forms. In other words, these processes are his activity.

This proposition requires the further definition that by activity we
mean not the dynamics of the nervous, physiological processes that real-
ize this activity. A distinction must be drawn between the dynamics and
structure of mental processes and the language that describes them, on
the one hand, and the dynamics and structure of the subject’s activity and
the language describing them, on the other.

Thus in dealing with the problem of how consciousness is detet-
mined we are confronted with the following alternative, either to accept
the view implied in the “axiom of immediacy”, i.e., proceed from the
“object-subject” pattern (or the “stimulus-response” pattern, which is the
same thing), or to proceed from a pattern which includes a third, con-
necting link — the activity of the subject (and, correspondingly, its means
and mode of appearance), a link which mediates their interconnections,
that is to say, to proceed from the “subject-activity-object” pattern.

In the most general form this alternative may be presented as fol-
lows. Either we take the stand that consciousness is directly determined
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by surrounding things and phenomena, or we postulate that conscious-
ness is determined by being, which, in the words of Marx, is nothing else
but the process of the actual life of people.

But what is the actual or real life of people?

Being, the life of each individual is made up of the sum-total or, to be
more exact, a system, a hierarchy of successive activities. It is in activity
that the transition or “translation” of the reflected object into the subjec-
tive image, into the ideal, takes place; at the same time it is also in activity
that the transition is achieved from the ideal into activity’s objective re-
sults, its products, into the material. Regarded from this angle, activity is a
process of intertraffic between opposite poles, subject and object.

Activity is a non-additive unit of the corporeal, material life of the
material subject. In the narrower sense, i.e., on the psychological plane, it
is a unit of life, mediated by mental reflection, by an #wage, whose real
function is to orientate the subject in the objective world.

However, no matter what the conditions and forms in which man’s
activity proceeds, no matter what structure it acquires, it cannot be re-
garded as something extracted from social relations, from the life of soci-
ety. Despite all its diversity, all its special features the activity of the
human individual is a system that obeys the system of relations of society.
Outside these relations human activity does not exist. How i exists is de-
termined by the forms and means of material and spiritual communica-
tion that are generated by the development of production and that cannot
be realised except in the activity of specific individuals. It stands to rea-
son that the activity of every individual depends on his place in society,
on his conditions of life.

This has to be mentioned because of the persistent efforts of the
positivists to oppose the individual to society. Their view is that society
provides only an external environment to which man has to adapt himself
in order to survive, just as the animal must adapt itself to its natural envi-
ronment. Man’s activity is shaped by the success or failure of this adapta-
tion even though this may be indirect (for example, through the attitude
taken to it by the reference group). But the main thing is ignored, that in
society man finds not only his external conditions to which he must adapt
his activity, but also that these very social conditions carry in themselves
the motives and aims of his activity, the ways and means of its realisation;
in a word, that society produces human activity. This is not to say, of
course, that the activity of the individual merely copies and personifies
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the relationships of society and its culture. There are some very complex
cross-links which rule out any strict reduction of one to the other.

The basic, constituent feature of activity is that it has an object. In fact,
the very concept of activity (doing, Tdtigkei?) implies the concept of the
object of activity. The expression “objectless activity” has no meaning at
all. Activity may appear to be objectless, but the scientific investigation of
activity necessarily demands the discovery of its object. Moreover, the
object of activity appears in two forms: first, in its independent existence,
commanding the activity of the subject, and second, as the mental image
of the object, as the product of the subject’s “detection” of its properties,
which is effected by the activity of the subject and cannot be effected
otherwise.

The circular nature of the processes effecting the interaction of the
organism with the environment has been generally acknowledged. But the
main thing is not this circular structure as such, but the fact that the men-
tal reflection of the objective world is not directly generated by the exter-
nal influences themselves, but by the processes through which the subject
comes into practical contact with the objective world, and which there-
fore necessarily obey its independent properties, connections, and rela-
tions. This means that the afferent agent, which controls the processes of
activity, is primarily the object itself and only secondarily its image as the
subjective product of activity, which registers, stabilizes and carties in itself
the objective content of activity.

The genetically initial and fundamental form of human activity is exter-
nal activity, practical activity. This proposition has important implica-
tions, particularly as psychology, traditionally, has always studied the
activity of thought and the imagination, acts of memory, and so on, since
only such internal activity was considered psychological. Psychology
therefore ignored the study of practical, sensual activity. And even if ex-
ternal activity figured to some extent in the traditional psychology, it did
so only as an expression of internal activity, the activity of the conscious-
ness.

What exactly do we have in mind when we speak of activity? Let us
consider the simplest process, the process of perceiving the resilience of
an object. This is an afferent or external-motor process, which may aim at
performing a practical task, for example, the deformation of the object.
The image that atises in the course of this process is, of course, a mental
image and is therefore undoubtedly qualified for psychological study. But
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in order to understand the nature of this image I must study the process
that generates it, and in the given case this is an external and practical
process. Like it or not, I am compelled to include this process as part of
the object of my psychological investigation.

Of course, the mere establishing of the need for psychological inves-
tigation to extend to the sphere of external objective activity does not
solve the problem because it may be assumed that, although external ob-
jective activity comes within the range of psychological investigation,
such activity plays a secondary role, since it is guided by the internal psy-
chological process that lies beyond it, and that for this reason psychologi-
cal investigation in fact does not provide for the investigation of this
activity.

This is a point to be reckoned with, but only if one assumes that ex-
ternal activity is one-sidedly dependent on the image which controls it,
and which may or may not be reinforced by the result of this activity. But
this is not so. Activity is bound to encounter man-resisting objects that
divert, change and enrich it. In other wotds, it is external activity that unlocks
the circle of internal mental processes, that opens it up to the objective world.

It will readily be appreciated that the reality with which the psycholo-
gist is concerned is essentially richer and more complex than the bare
outline of the way the image arises from contact with the object that we
have just drawn. But no matter how far removed the psychological reality
may be from this crude pattern, no matter how profound the metamoz-
phoses of activity may be, activity will under all circumstances remain the
materializer of the life of any given individual.

The old psychology was concerned only with internal processes, with
the activity of the consciousness. Moreover, for a long time it ignored the
question of the origin of these activities, i.e., their actual nature. Today
the proposition that internal processes of thought are produced from the
external has become almost generally acknowledged. At first, for exam-
ple, internal mental processes take the form of external processes involv-
ing external objects and, as they become internal processes, fhese external
processes do not simply change their form but undergo a certain trans-
formation, becoming more general, contracted, and so on. All this is quite
true, of course, but it must be stressed that internal activity is genuine
activity, which retains the general structure of human activity, no matter in
what form it takes place. Once we acknowledge the common structure of
external, practical activity and internal, mental activity we can understand
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the exchange of elements that constantly takes place between them, we
can understand that certain mental actions may become part of the struc-
ture of direct practical, material activity and, conversely, external-motor
operations may serve the performance of mental action in the structure
of purely cognitive activity. In the present age, when the integration and
interpenetration of these forms of human activity is taking place before
our eyes, when the historic opposition between them is being steadily and
increasingly erased, the significance of the proposition is self-evident.

Up to now we have been talking about activity in the general, collec-
tive meaning of this concept. In reality, however, we have to deal with
concrete, specific activities, each of which satisfies a definite need of the sub-
ject, is oriented towards the object of this need, disappears as a result of
its satisfaction and is reproduced perhaps in different conditions and in
relation to a changed object.

The main thing that distinguishes one activity from another lies in the
difference between their objects. It is the object of activity that endows it
with a certain orientation. In the terminology I have been using the object
of activity is its motive. Naturally, this may be both material and ideal; it
may be given in perception or it may exist only in imagination, in the
mind.

So, different activities are distinguished by their motives. The con-
cept of activity is necessarily bound up with the concept of motive. There
is no such thing as activity without a motive; “unmotivated” activity is
not activity that has no motive, but activity with a subjectively and objec-
tively hidden motive.

The basic “components” of separate human activities are the actions
that realize them. We regard action as the process that corresponds to the
notion of the result which must be achieved, that is, the process which
obeys a conscious goal. Just as the concept of motive is correlative with
the concept of activity, so the concept of goal is correlative with that of
action.

Historically, the appearance in activity of goal-oriented action pro-
cesses was the result of the emergence of a society based on labour. The
activity of people working together is stimulated by its product, which at
first directly corresponds to the needs of all participants. But the simplest
technical division of labour that arises in this process necessarily leads to
the emergence of intermediate, partial results, which are achieved by indi-
vidual participation in the collective labour activity, but which 7 themselves
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cannot satisfy the need of each participant. This need is satisfied not by
the “intermediate” results, but by the share of the product of the total
activity that each receives thanks to the relationships between the partici-
pants arising in the process of labour, that is, the soca/ relations.

It will easily be understood that this “intermediate” result which
forms the pattern of man’s labour processes must be identified by him
subjectively as well, in the form of an idea. This is, in effect, the setting of
the goal, which determines the method and character of the individual’s
activity.

The identification of these goals and the formation of activities de-
signed to achieve them lead to a kind of splitting up of functions that
were previously united in their motive. Let us assume that a person’s ac-
tivity is stimulated by food, this is its motive. However, in order to satisfy
the need for food he must perform actions that are not directly aimed at
obtaining food. For example, one of his goals may be the making of
trapping gear. Whether he himself will later use the gear he makes or pass
it on to other participants in the hunt and receive part of the common
catch or kill, in either case his motive and goal do not directly coincide,
except in particular cases.

The separation of goal-oriented actions as components of human ac-
tivity naturally brings up the question of their internal relations. As we
have already said, activity is not an additive process. Hence actions are
not separate things that are included in activity. Human activity exists as
action or a chain of actions. If we were to mentally subtract from activity
the actions which realize it there would be nothing left of activity. This
can be expressed in another way. When we consider the unfolding of a
specific process — external or internal — from the angle of the motive, it
appears as human activity, but when considered as a goal-oriented pro-
cess, it appears as an action or a system, a chain of actions.

At the same time activity and action are both genuine and, moreover,
non-coincidental realities, because one and the same action may realize
various activities, may pass from one activity to another, thus revealing its
relative independence. This is due to the fact that the given action may
have quite different motives, i.e., it may realize completely different activ-
ities. And one and the same motive may generate various goals and hence
various actions.

So, in the general flow of activity which forms human life in its high-
est manifestations (those that are mediated by mental reflection), analysis
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first identifies separate activities, according to the criterion of the differ-
ence in their motives. Then the action processes obeying conscious goals
are identified, and finally, the operations that immediately depend on the
conditions for the attainment of a specific goal.

These “units” of human activity form its macrostructure. The analy-
sis by which they are identified is not a process of dismembering living
activity into separate elements, but of revealing the relations which char-
acterize that activity. Such systems analysis simultaneously rules out any
possibility of a bifurcation of the reality that is being studied, since it
deals not with different processes but rather with different planes of ab-
straction. Hence it may be impossible at first sight, for example, to judge
whether we are dealing, in a given case, with action or with operation.
Besides, activity is a highly dynamic system, which is characterised by
constantly occurring transformations. Activity may lose the motive that
evoked it, in which case it turns into an action that realises perhaps a
quite different relationship to the world, a different activity; conversely,
action may acquire an independent motivating force and become a special
kind of activity; and finally, action may be transformed into a means of
achieving a goal capable of realizing different actions.

The indisputable fact remains that man’s activity is regulated by men-
tal images of reality. Anything in the objective world that presents itself
to man as the motives, goals and conditions of his activity must in some
way or another be perceived, understood, retained and reproduced by his
memory; this also applies to the processes of his activity, and to himself,
his states and individual features.

Hence it follows that man’s consciousness in its immediacy is the pic-
ture of the world that unfolds itself to him, a picture in which he himself,
his actions and states, are included.

For the uninitiated person the existence of this subjective picture will
not, of course, give rise to any theoretical problems; he is confronted
with the world, not the world and a picture of the world. This spontane-
ous realism contains a real, if naive, element of truth. It is a different mat-
ter when we equate mental reflection with consciousness; this is no more
than an illusion of our introspection. This illusion arises from the seem-
ingly unlimited range of consciousness. When we ask ourselves if we are
aware of this or that phenomenon, we set ourselves the task of becoming
aware of it and, of course, in practice we instantly accomplish this task. It
was necessary to devise a special technique of using the tachistoscope in
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order to experimentally separate the field of perception from the field of
consciousness.

On the other hand, certain well-known facts that can easily be repro-
duced in laboratory conditions tell us that man is capable of complex
adaptive processes in relation to objects of the environment without be-
ing at all conscious of their images; he negotiates obstacles and even ma-
nipulates things without “seeing” them at all.

It is a different matter if he must make or change a thing according
to a pattern or represent, portray some objective content. When I shape, let
us say, a pentagon out of wire, or draw it, I must necessarily compare the
notion I have of it with the objective conditions, with the stages of its
realisation in the product; I must internally measure one against the other.
Such measurings or fittings demand that my notion should for me appear
to be, as it were, on the same plane as the objective world and yet not
merging with it. This is particulatly evident in cases when we are dealing
with problems that have to be solved by preliminarily performing “in our
heads” the mutual spatial displacement of the images of objects that have
to be correlated. Such, for example, is the kind of problem that demands
the mental turning round of a figure inscribed in another figure.

Historically the need for such a “presentation” of the mental image
to the subject arises only during the transition from the adaptive activity
of animals to the productive, labour activity that is peculiar to man. The
product to which activity is now directed does not yet actually exist. So it
can regulate activity only if it is presented to the subject in such a form
that enables him to compare it with the original material (object of la-
bour) and with its intermediate transformations. What is more, the men-
tal image of the product as a goal must exist for the subject in such a way
that he can ac# with this image — modify it according to the conditions at
hand. Such images are conscious images, conscious notions or, in other
words, the phenomena of consciousness.

In itself the need for phenomena of consciousness to arise in a man’s
head tells us nothing about the process by which they arise. It does, how-
ever, give us a clear target for our study of this process. The point is that
in terms of the traditional diadic “object-subject” pattern the existence of
consciousness in the subject is accepted without any explanations, unless
we count the interpretations that assume the existence in our heads of
some kind of observer contemplating the pictures woven by cerebral
processes.
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The method of scientific analysis of the generation and functioning
of human consciousness — social and individual — was discovered by
Marx. The result was that the study of consciousness shifted its target
from the subjectivity of the individual to the social systems of activity.

It is self-evident that the explanation of the nature of consciousness
lies in the peculiar features of human activity that create the need for it —
in activity’s objective, productive character. Labour activity is imprinted,
perpetuated in its product. There takes place, in the words of Marx, a
transition of activity into a static property. This transition is the process
of the material embodiment of the objective content of activity, which
now presents itself to the subject, that is to say, arises before him in the
form of an image of the object perceived.

In other words, a rough approximation of the generation of con-
sciousness may be outlined thus: the representation controlling activity,
when embodied in an object, acquires its second, “objectivised” exist-
ence, which can be sensuously perceived; as a result the subject, as it
were, sees his own representation in the external world. When it has thus
been duplicated, it is consciously understood. This pattern is not valid,
however. It takes us back to the previous subjectively-empirical, essential-
ly idealistic point of view which stresses above all the fact that this partic-
ular transition is predicated o conscionsness, on the subject’s having certain
representations, intentions, mental plans, patterns or “models”, that is to
say, mental phenomena objectivised in activity and its products. As for
the subject’s activity itself, it is controlled by consciousness and performs
in relation to its contents only a transfer function and the function of
their “reinforcement or non-reinforcement”.

But the main thing is not to indicate the active, controlling role of
consciousness. The main problem lies in understanding consciousness as
a subjective product, as a manifestation in different form of the essential-
ly social relations that are materialized by man’s activity in the objective
wortld. Activity is by no means simply the expresser and vehicle of the
mental image objectivised in its product. The product records, perpetu-
ates not the image but the activity, the objective content which it objec-
tively carries within itself.

The subject-activity-object transitions form a kind of circular move-
ment, so it may seem unimportant which of its elements or moments is
taken as the initial one. But this is by no means movement in a closed
circle. The circle opens, and opens specifically in sensuous practical activ-
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ity itself. Entering into direct contact with objective reality and submitting
to it, activity is modified and entiched; and it is in this enriched form that
it is crystallized in the product. Materialized activity is richer, truer than
the consciousness that anticipates it. Moreover, for the consciousness of
the subject the contributions made by his activity remain hidden. So it
comes about that consciousness may appear to be the basis of activity.

Let us put this in a different way. The reflection of the products of
the objective activity which materializes the connections and relationships
between social individuals appears to them to be phenomena of their
consciousness. But in reality there lie beyond these phenomena the
above-mentioned objective connections and relationships, not in a clear
and obvious form but in a sublated form hidden from the subject. At the
same time the phenomena of consciousness constitute a 7ea/ element in
the motion of activity. This is what makes them essential, that is to say, the
conscious image performs the function of zdeal measure, which is material-
ized in activity.

This approach to consciousness makes a radical difference to the way
in which the problem of the correlation of the subjective image and the
external object is posed. It gets rid of the mystification of this problem,
which the postulate of immediacy creates. If one proceeds from the as-
sumption that external influences zmmediately, directly evoke in us, in our
brain, a subjective image, one is straightaway faced with the question as
to how it comes about that this image appears to exist outside us, outside
our subjectivity, in the coordinates of the external world.

In terms of the postulate of immediacy this question can be answered
only by assuming a process of secondary, so to speak, projection of the
mental image into the external world. The theoretical weakness of such
an assumption is obvious. Besides it is clearly in contradiction with the
facts, which testify that the mental image is from the very beginning “re-
lated” to a reality that is external to the subject’s brain, and that it is not
projected into the external world but rather extracted, scooped out of it. Of
course, when I speak of “scooping out”, this is no more than a metaphor.
It does, however, express a real process that can be scientifically re-
searched, the process of the subject’s assimilation of the objective world
in its ideal form, the form of its conscious reflection.

This process originally arises in the system of objective relations in

which the transition of the objective content of activity into its product
takes place. But for this process to be realised it is not enough that the
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product of activity, having absorbed this activity, should present itself to
the subject as its material properties; a transformation must take place
that allows it to emerge as something of which the subject is aware, that
is to say, in an ideal form. This transformation is effected by means of
language, which is the product and means of communication of people
taking part in production. Language carries in its meanings (concepts) a
certain objective content, but a content completely liberated from its ma-
teriality.

Thus, individual consciousness as a specifically human form of the
subjective reflection of objective reality may be understood only as the
product of those relations and mediacies that arise in the course of the
establishment and development of society. Outside the system of these
relations (and outside social consciousness) the existence of individual
mentality, a psyche, in the form of consciousness is impossible, especially
as even the study of the phenomena of consciousness in terms of human
activity allows us to understand them only on the condition that man’s
activity itself is regarded as a process included in the system of relations, a
process that realises his socia/ being, which is the means of his existence
also as a natural, corporeal creature.

Of course, the above-mentioned conditions and relations which gen-
erate human consciousness characterize it only at the earliest stages. Sub-
sequently, as material production and communication develop, people’s
consciousness is liberated from direct connection with their immediate
practical labour activity both by the isolation and subsequent separation
of intellectual production and the instrumentalization of language. The
range of what has been created constantly widens, so that man’s con-
sciousness becomes the universal, though not the only, form of mental
reflection. In the course of this process it undergoes certain radical
changes.

To begin with, consciousness exists only in the form of a mental im-
age revealing the surrounding world to the subject. Activity, on the other
hand, still remains practical, external. At a later stage activity also be-
comes an object of consciousness; man becomes aware of the actions of
other men and, through them, of his own actions. They are now com-
municable by gestures or oral speech. This is the precondition for the
generation of internal actions and operations that take place in the mind,
on the “plane of consciousness”. Image-consciousness becomes also activi-
ty-consciousness. It is in this fullness that consciousness begins to seem
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emancipated from external, practical sensuous activity and, what is more,
appears to control it.

Another fundamental change that consciousness undergoes in the
course of historical development consists in the destruction of the origi-
nal cohesion of the consciousness of the labour collective and that of its
individual members. This occurs because the range of consciousness wid-
ens, taking in phenomena that belong to a sphere of individual relations
constituting something special in the life of each one of them. Moreover,
the class division of society puts people into unequal, opposed relations
to the means of production and the social product; hence their con-
sciousness experiences the influence of this inequality, this opposition. At
the same time ideological notions are evolved and enter into the process
by which specific individuals become aware of their real life relations.

There thus arises a complex picture of internal connections, inter-
weaving and intertraffic generated by the development of internal contra-
dictions, which in abstract form become apparent in the analysis of the
simplest relations characterizing the system of human activity. At first
glance the immersion of research in this intricate picture may appear to
divert it from the task of specific psychological study of the conscious-
ness, and lead to the substitution of sociology for psychology. But this is
not the case at all. On the contrary, the psychological features of the indi-
vidual consciousness can only be understood through their connections
with the social relations in which the individual becomes involved.

In the phenomena of consciousness we discover, above all, their sen-
suous fabric. It is this fabric that forms the sensuous composition of the
specific image of reality — actually perceived or arising in the memoty,
referred to the future or perhaps only imagined. These images may be
distinguished by their modality, their sensuous tone, degree of clarity,
greater or less persistence, and so on.

The special function of the sensuous images of consciousness is that
they add reality to the conscious picture of the world revealed to the sub-
ject. In other words, it is thanks to the sensuous content of consciousness
that the world is seen by the subject as existing not in his consciousness
but outside his consciousness, as the objective “field” and object of his
activity. This assertion may appear paradoxical because the study of sen-
suous phenomena has from time immemorial proceeded from positions
that lead, on the contrary, to the idea of their “pure subjectivity”, their
“hieroglyphic nature”. Accordingly, the sensuous content of images was
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not seen as something effecting “the immediate connection between con-
sciousness and the external world”, but rather as a barrier between them.

In the post-Helmholtz period the experimental study of the process-
es of perception achieved striking successes. The psychology of percep-
tion is now inundated with facts and individual hypotheses. But the
amazing thing is that, despite these successes, Helmholtz’s theoretical
position has remained unshaken. Admittedly, in most psychological stud-
ies it is present invisibly, backstage, so to speak. Only a few psychologists
discuss it seriously and openly, like Richard L. Gregory, for example, the
author of what is probably the most absorbing of modern books on visu-
al perception.!

The strength of Helmholtz’s position lies in the fact that, in studying
the physiology of eyesight, he understood the impossibility of inferring
the images of objects directly from sensations, of identifying them with
the patterns drawn by light rays on the retina of the eye. In terms of the
conceptual structure of natural science in those days the solution of the
problem proposed by Helmholtz, his proposition that the work of the
sense organs is necessarily supplemented by the work of the brain, which
builds from sensory hints its hypotheses (“inferences”) about objective
reality, was the only possible one.

The point is that the objective images of the consciousness were
thought of as mental phenomena depending on other phenomena for
their external cause. In other words, analysis proceeded on the plane of
dual abstraction, which was expressed, on the one hand, in the exclusion
of the sensory processes from the system of the subject’s activity and, on
the other hand, in the exclusion of sensory images from the system of
human consciousness. The idea of the object of scientific cognition as a
system was not propetrly elaborated.

In contrast to this approach, which regards phenomena in isolation
from one another, the systems analysis of consciousness demands that
the “formative elements” of consciousness be studied in their internal
relationships generated by the development of the forms of connection
that the subject has with reality and, hence, primarily from the standpoint
of the function that each of them fulfils in the processes of presenting a
picture of the wotld to the subject. The sense-data incorporated in the
system of consciousness do not reveal their function directly; subjectively

1 R L Gregory, The Intelligent Eye, L.ondon 1970.
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this function is expressed only indirectly, in a non-differentiated “sense of
reality”. However, it immediately reveals itself as soon as there is any in-
terference or distortion in the reception of external influences.

The profound nature of mental sensuous images lies in their objectiv-
ity, in the fact that they are generated in processes of activity forming the
practical connection between the subject and the external objective
world. No matter how complex these relations and the forms of activity
that realize them become, the sensuous images retain their initial objec-
tive reference.

Of course, when we compare with the immense wealth of the cogni-
tive results of developed human activity the contributions made to it di-
rectly by our sense perceptions, our sensibility, the first thing that strikes
us is how limited they are, how almost negligible. What is more, we dis-
cover that sense perceptions constantly contradict our mental vision. This
gives rise to the idea that sense perceptions only provide the push which
sets our cognitive abilities in motion, and that the images of objects are
generated by internal operations of thought, unconscious or conscious; in
other words, that we should not perceive the objective world if we did
not conceive it. But how could we conceive this world if it did not in the
first place reveal itself to us in its sensuously given objectivity?

Sensuous images are a universal form of mental reflection generated
by the objective activity of the subject. But in man sensuous images ac-
quire a new quality, namely, their meaning or value. Values are thus the
most important “formative elements” of human consciousness.

As we know, an injury to even the main sensory systems — sight and
hearing — does not destroy consciousness. Even deaf, dumb and blind
children who have mastered the specifically human operations of objec-
tive activity and language (which can only be done by special training, of
course) acquire a normal consciousness differing from the consciousness
of people who can see and hear only in its sensuous texture, which is ex-
tremely poor. It is a different matter when for some reason or another
this “hominization” of activity and intercourse does not take place. In
this case, despite the fact that the sensorimotor sphere may be entirely
intact, consciousness does not arise.

Thus, meanings refract the world in man’s consciousness. The vehi-
cle of meaning is language, but language is not the demiurge of meaning.
Concealed behind linguistic meanings (values) are socially evolved modes
of action (operations), in the process of which people change and cognize
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objective reality. In other words, meanings are the linguistically transmut-
ed and materialized ideal form of the existence of the objective world, its
properties, connections and relations revealed by aggregate social prac-
tice. So meanings in themselves, that is to say, in abstraction from their
functioning in individual consciousness, are just as “psychological” as the
socially cognized reality that lies beyond them.

Meanings are studied — in linguistics, semiotics, and logic. At the
same time, as one of the “formative elements” of the individual con-
sciousness they are bound to enter the range of problems of philosophy.
The chief difficulty of the philosophical problem of meaning lies in the
fact that it reproduces all the contradictions involved in the wider prob-
lem of the correlation between the logical and the psychological in think-
ing, between the logic and psychology of concepts.

A solution to this problem offered by subjective-empirical psycholo-
gy is that concepts (or verbal meanings) are a psychological product, the
product of the association and generalization of impressions in the con-
sciousness of the individual subject, the results of which become attached
to words. This point of view, as we know, has found expression not only
in psychology, but also in conceptions reducing logic to psychology.

Another alternative is to acknowledge that concepts and operations
with concepts are controlled by objective logical laws, that psychology is
concerned only with the deviations from these laws to be observed in
primitive thinking, in conditions of pathology or great emotional stress,
and that it is the task of psychology to study the ontogenetic development of
concepts and thought. Indeed the study of this process predominates in
the psychology of thought. Suffice it to mention the works of Piaget,
Vygotskii and the numerous Soviet and foreign studies of the psychology
of teaching.

Studies of how children form concepts and logical (mental) opera-
tions have made a major contribution in this field. It has been shown that
the formation of concepts in the child’s brain does not follow the pattern
of the formation of sensuous generic images. Such concepts are the result
of a process of assimilation of “ready-made”, historically evolved mean-
ings, and this process takes place in the child’s activity during its inter-
course with the people around it. In learning to perform certain actions,
the child masters the corresponding operations, which are, in fact, in a
compressed, idealised form, represented in meaning.
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It stands to reason that initially the process of assimilating meanings
occurs in the child’s external activity with material objects and in the
practical intercourse it involves. At the earliest stages the child assimilates
certain specific, directly referable objective meanings; subsequently it also
masters certain logical operations, but also in their external exteriorized
form — otherwise they would not be communicable. As they are interior-
ized, they form abstract meanings or concepts, and their movement con-
stitutes internal mental activity, activity “on the plane of consciousness”.

Consciousness as a form of mental reflection, however, cannot be
reduced to the functioning of externally assimilated meanings, which then
unfold and control the subject’s external and internal activity. Meanings
and the operations enfolded in them do not 7 themselpes, that is to say, in
their abstraction from the internal relations of the system of activity and
consciousness, form any part of the subject-matter of psychology. They
do so only when they are considered within these relations, in the dynam-
ics of their system.

This derives from the very nature of mental phenomena. As we have
said, mental reflection occurs owing to the bifurcation of the subject’s
vital processes into the processes that realize his direct biotic relations,
and the “signal” processes that mediate them. The development of the
internal relations generated by this division is expressed in the develop-
ment of the structure of activity and, on this basis, also in the develop-
ment of the forms of mental reflection. Subsequently, on the human
level, these forms are so altered that, as they become established in lan-
guage (or languages), they acquire a quasi-independent existence as objec-
tive ideal phenomena.

Moreover, they are constantly reproduced by the processes taking
place in the heads of specific individuals, and it is this that constitutes the
internal “mechanism” of their transmission from generation to genera-
tion and a condition of their enrichment by means of individual contribu-
tions.

At this point we reach the problem that is always a stumbling block
in the analysis of consciousness. This is the problem of the specific na-
ture of the functioning of knowledge, concepts, conceptual models, etc.,
in the system of social relations, in the social consciousness, on the one
hand, and, on the other, in the individual’s activity that realises his social
relations, in the individual consciousness.
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This problem inevitably confronts any analysis that recognizes the
limitations of the idea that meanings in the individual consciousness are
only more or less complete projections of the “supra-individual” mean-
ings existing in a given society. The problem is by no means removed by
references to the fact that meanings are refracted by the specific features
of the individual, his previous experience, the unique nature of his per-
sonal principles, temperament, and so on.

This problem arises from the real duality of the existence of mean-
ings for the subject. This duality lies in the fact that meanings present
themselves to the subject both in their independent existence — as objects
of his consciousness — and at the same time as the means and “mecha-
nism” of comprehension, that is, when functioning in processes that pre-
sent objective reality to the subject. In this function meanings necessarily
enter into internal relationships linking them with other “formative ele-
ments” of the individual consciousness; it is only in these internal system-
ic relationships that they acquire psychological characteristics,

Let us put this in a different way. When the products of socio-
historical practice, idealised in meanings, become part of the mental re-
flection of the world by the individual subject, they acquire new systemic
qualities. The major difficulty here is that meanings lead a double life.
They are produced by society and have their history in the development
of language, in the history of the development of forms of social con-
sciousness; they express the movement of science and its means of cogni-
tion, and also the ideological notions of society — religious, philosophical
and political. In this objective existence of theirs, meanings obey the so-
cio-historical laws and at the same time the inner logic of their develop-
ment.

However, despite all the inexhaustible wealth, all the diversity of this
life of meanings (this is what all the sciences are about), there remains
hidden within it another life and another kind of motion — their function-
ing in the processes of the activity and consciousness of specific individ-
uals, even though they can exist only by means of these processes. In this
second life of theirs meanings are individualized and “subjectivized” only
in the sense that their movement in the system of social relations is not
directly contained in them; they enter into another system of relationships,
another movement. But the remarkable thing is that, in doing so, they do
not lose their socio-historical nature, their objectivity.
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One aspect of the movement of meanings in the consciousness of
specific individuals lies in their “return” to the sensuous objectivity of the
world that was mentioned above. While in their abstractness, in their
“supra-individuality”, meanings are indifferent to the forms of sensuous-
ness in which the world is revealed to the specific individual (it may be
said that in themselves meanings are devoid of sensuousness), their func-
tioning in the subject’s realisation of actual relationships in life necessarily
presupposes their reference to sensuous influences. Of course, the sensu-
ous-objective reference that meanings have in the subject’s consciousness
need not necessarily be direct; it may be realised through all kinds of in-
tricate chains of the mental operations, enfolded in them, particularly
when these meanings reflect a reality that appears only in its remote,
oblique forms. But in normal cases this reference always exists, and dis-
appears only in the products of their movement, in their exteriorizations.

The other side of the movement of meanings in the system of the in-
dividual consciousness lies in their special subjectivity, which is expressed
in the partiality, the bias which they acquire. This side is revealed, howev-
er, only by analysis of the internal relations that link meanings with yet
another “formative element” of consciousness — the personal meaning.

Let us consider this question a little more closely. Empirical psychol-
ogy has been describing the subjectivity, the partiality of human con-
sciousness for centuries. It has been observed in selective attention, in the
emotional coloring of ideas, in the dependence of the cognitive processes
on needs and inclinations. It was Leibniz in his day who expressed this
dependence in his well-known aphorism to the effect that “if geometry
were as opposed to our passions and interests as is morality, we should
contest its arguments and violate its principles despite all the proofs of
Euclid and Archimedes ...”2

The difficulty lay in the psychological explanation of the partiality of
cognition. The phenomena of consciousness appeared to have a dual de-
termination — external and internal. They were accordingly interpreted as
belonging to two different mental spheres, the sphere of the cognitive
processes and the sphere of needs, of affection. The problem of correlat-
ing these two spheres, whether it was solved in the spirit of rationalistic
conceptions or of deep-going psychological processes, was invariably

2 G. W. Leibniz, Nexe Abbandlungen siber den menschlichen Verstand, Leipzig 1915.
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interpreted from the anthropological standpoint, a standpoint that as-
sumed the interaction of essentially heterogeneous factors or forces.

However, the true nature of the apparent duality of the phenomena
of the individual consciousness lies not in their obedience to these inde-
pendent factors, but in the specific features of the internal structure of
human activity itself.

As we have already said, consciousness owes its origin to the identifi-
cation in the course of labour of actions whose cognitive results are ab-
stracted from the living whole of human activity and idealised in the form
of linguistic meanings. As they are communicated they become part of
the consciousness of individuals. This does not deprive them of their ab-
stract qualities because they continue to imply the means, objective con-
ditions and results of actions regardless of the subjective motivation of
the people’s activity in which they are formed. At the eatly stages, when
people participating in collective labour still have common motives,
meanings as phenomena of social consciousness and as phenomena of
individual consciousness directly correspond to one another. But this
relationship does not endure in further development. It disintegrates
along with the disintegration of the original relationships between indi-
viduals and the material conditions and means of production, along with
the emergence of the social division of labour and private property.? The
result is that socially evolved meanings begin to live a kind of double life
in the consciousness of individuals. Yet another relationship, another
movement of meanings in the system of the individual consciousness is
brought into being.

This specific internal relationship manifests itself in the most simple
psychological facts. For example, all older schoolchildren know the
meaning of an examination mark and the consequences it will have. None
the less, a mark may appear in the consciousness of each individual pupil
in essentially different ways; it may, for example, appear as a step forward
(or obstacle) on the path to his chosen profession, or as a means of as-
serting himself in the eyes of the people around him, or perhaps in some
other way. This is what compels psychology to distinguish between the
conscious objective meaning and its meaning for the subject, or what I pre-
fer to call the “personal meaning”. In other words, an examination mark

3 Katl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 1859.
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may acquite different personal meanings in the consciousness of different
pupils.

Although this interpretation of the relationship between the concepts
of meaning and personal meaning has often been explained, it is still quite
frequently misinterpreted. It would seem necessary therefore to return to
the analysis of the concept of personal meaning once again. First of all, a
few words about the objective conditions that lead to the differentiation
of meanings and personal meanings in the individual consciousness. In
his well-known article criticising Adolf Wagner, Marx observes that the
objects of the external world known to man were originally designated as
the means of satisfying his needs, that is to say they were for him “goods”.
“...They endow an object with the character of usefulness as though use-
fulness were intrinsic to the object itself,” Marx writes.* This thought
throws into relief a very important feature of consciousness at the early
stages of development, namely the fact that objects are reflected in lan-
guage and consciousness as part of a single whole along with the human
needs which they concretize or “reify”. This unity is, however, subse-
quently destroyed. The inevitability of its destruction is implied in the
objective contradictions of commodity production, which generates a
contradiction between concrete and abstract labour and leads to the al-
ienation of human activity.

We shall not go into the specific features that distinguish the various
socioeconomic formations in this respect. For the general theory of indi-
vidual consciousness the main thing is that the activity of specific indi-
viduals is always “confined” (inséré) in the current forms of manifestation
of these objective opposites (for example, concrete and abstract labour),
which find their indirect, phenomenal expression in the individuals’ con-
sciousness, in its specific internal movement.

Historically, man’s activity does not change its general structure, its
“macrostructure”. At every stage of historical development it is realised
by conscious actions in which goals become objective products, and
obeys the motives by which it was stimulated. What does change radically
is the character of the relationships that connect the goals and motives of
activity. These relationships are psychologically decisive. The point is that
for the subject himself the comprehension and achievement of concrete
goals, his mastering of certain modes and operations of action is a way of

4 “Capital 1,” MECW vol. 35, p. 46.
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asserting, fulfilling his life, satisfying and developing his material and spir-
itual needs, which are reified and transformed in the motives of his activi-
ty. It makes no difference whether the subject is conscious or
unconscious of his motives, whether they declare their existence in the
form of interest, desire or passion. Their function, regarded from the
standpoint of consciousness, is to “evaluate”, as it were, the vital meaning
for the subject of the objective circumstances and his actions in these
circumstances, in other words, to endow them with personal meaning,
which does not directly coincide with their understood objective mean-
ing. Under certain conditions the discrepancy between personal meanings
and objective meanings in individual consciousness may amount to alien-
ation or even diametrical opposition.

In a society based on commodity production this alienation is bound
to arise; moreovet, it arises among people at both ends of the social scale.
The hired worker, of course, is aware of the product he produces; in oth-
er words, he is aware of its objective meaning (Bedeutung) at least to the
extent required for him to be able to perform his labour functions in a
rational way. But this is not the same as the personal meaning (Sinn) of
his labour, which lies in the wages for which he is working. “The twelve
hours’ labour, on the other hand, has no meaning for him as weaving,
spinning, drilling, etc., but as earnings, which bring him to the table, to the
public house, into bed.”> This alienation also manifests itself at the oppo-
site social pole. For the trader in minerals, Marx obsetrves, minerals do
not have the personal meaning of minerals.

The abolition of private property relations does away with this oppo-
sition between meaning and personal meaning in the consciousness of
individuals; but the discrepancy between them remains.

The necessity of this discrepancy is implied in the deep-going prehis-
tory of human consciousness, in the existence among animals of two
types of sensibility that mediate their behaviour in the objective environ-
ment. As we know, the perception of the animal is limited to the influ-
ences which have a signal-based connection with the satisfaction of its
needs, even if such satisfaction is only eventual or possible.> But needs

5 Marx, reference unknown.

6 This fact has given certain German writers grounds for making a distinction
between environment (Unzwelf), as that which is perceived by animals, and the
world (Welf) which is perceived only by human consciousness.
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can perform the function of mental regulation only when they act as mo-
tivating objects (including the means of acquiring such objects or defend-
ing oneself from them). In other words, in the sensuality of animals the
external properties of objects and their ability to satisfy certain needs are
not separated from one another. As we know from Pavlov’s famous ex-
periment, a dog responds to the influence of the conditioning food
stimulus by trying to reach it and lick it.” But the fact that the animal is
unable to separate the perception of the object’s external appearance
from the needs it experiences does not by any means imply their com-
plete coincidence. On the contrary, in the course of evolution their con-
nections become increasingly mobile and extremely complex; only their
separation from one another remains impossible. Such a separation takes
place only at the human level, when verbal meanings drive a wedge be-
tween the internal connections of the two types of sensibility.

I have used the term drive a wedge (although perhaps it would have
been better to say “intervene”) only in order to accentuate the problem.
In actual fact, in their objective existence, that is, as phenomena of social
consciousness, meanings refract objects for the individual regardless of
their relationship to Ais life, to bis needs and motives. The straw which the
drowning man clutches remains in his consciousness as a straw, regard-
less of the fact that this straw, if only as an illusion, acquires for him at
that moment the personal meaning of a means of rescue.

At the eatly stages of the formation of consciousness objective mean-
ings merge with personal meaning, but there is already an implicit dis-
crepancy in this unity which inevitably assumes its own explicit form. It is
this that makes it necessary to distinguish personal meaning in our analy-
sis as yet another “formative element” of the system of individual con-
sciousness. It is these personal meanings that create what L. Vygotskii has
called the “hidden” plane of the consciousness, which is so often inter-
preted in psychology not as a formative element in the subject’s activity,
in the development of his motivation, but as something that is supposed-
ly a direct expression of the intrinsic, essential forces originally implanted
in human nature itself.

In the individual consciousness the meanings assimilated from with-
out separate, as it were, and at the same time unite the two types of sen-
sibility: the sensuous impressions of the external reality in which the

7 See 1. P. Pavlov, Collected Works, Vol. 3, Book 1, Moscow 1951, p. 151.
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subject’s activity proceeds, and the forms of sensuous experience of its

motives, the satisfaction or non-satisfaction of the demands which lie
behind them.

In contrast to objective meanings, personal meanings, like the sensu-
ous tissue of the consciousness, have no “supra-individual”, non-
psychological existence. Whereas external sensuousness associates objec-
tive meanings with the reality of the objective world in the subject’s con-
sciousness, the personal meaning associates them with the reality of his
own life in this world, with its motivations. It is the personal meaning
that gives human consciousness its partiality.

We have already mentioned the fact that meanings are “psycholo-
gized” in the individual consciousness when they return to the sensuously
given reality of the world. Another and, moreover, decisive factor which
makes objective meanings into a psychological category is the fact that by
functioning in the system of the individual consciousness they realize not
themselves but the movement of personal meaning which embodies itself
in them, the personal meaning which is the being-for-himself of the con-
crete subject.

Psychologically, that is to say, in the system of the subject’s con-
sciousness, and not as its subject-matter or product, meanings in general
do not exist except insofar as they realize certain personal meanings, just
as the subject’s actions and operations do not exist except insofar as they
realize some activity of the subject evoked by a motive, a need. The other
side of the question lies in the fact that the personal meaning is always
the meaning of something., a “pure”, objectless meaning is just as meaning-
less as objectless existence.

The embodiment of personal meaning in objective meanings is a pro-
foundly intimate, psychologically significant and by no means automatic
or instantaneous process. This process is seen in all its fullness in works
of literature and in the practice of moral and political education.

It is most clearly demonstrated in the conditions of class society, in
the context of the ideological struggle. In this context personal meanings
reflecting the motives engendered by a person’s actual living relationships
may fail to find objective meanings which fully express them, and they
then begin to live in borrowed clothes, as it were. Picture the fundamen-
tal contradiction which this situation brings about. In contrast to society
the individual has no special language of his own with meanings that he
has evolved himself. His comprehension of reality can take place only by



ACTIVITY AND CONSCIOUSNESS 25

means of the “ready-made” meanings he assimilates from without — the
knowledge, concepts, and views he receives through intercourse, in the
various forms of individual and mass communication. This is what makes
it possible to introduce into his consciousness ot even impose upon that
consciousness distorted or fantastic notions and ideas, including those
that have no basis in his real, practical life experience. Because they have
no proper basis they reveal their weakness in his consciousness, but at the
same time, having become stereotypes, they acquire the capacity of any ste-
reotype to resist, so that only the big confrontations of life can break
them down. But even when they are broken down, the disintegrity of the
consciousness, its inadequacy, is not removed; in itself the destruction of
stereotypes causes only a devastation that may lead to psychological dis-
aster. There must also be a transformation of the subjective personal
meanings in the individual’s consciousness into other objective meanings
that adequately express them.

A closer analysis of this transformation of personal meanings into
adequate (or more adequate) objective meanings shows that this occurs in
the context of the s#ruggle for people’s consciousness that is waged in so-
ciety. By this I mean that the individual does not simply “stand” in front
of a display of meanings from which he has only to make his own choice,
that these meanings — notions, concepts, ideas — do not passively await
his choice but burst aggressively into his relations with the people who
form the circle of his actual intercourse. If the individual is forced to
choose in certain circumstances, the choice is not between meanings, but
between the conflicting social positions expressed and comprehended
through these meanings.

In the sphere of ideological notions this process is inevitable and
universal only in class society. But in a way it continues to be active in any
social system because the specific features of the individual’s life, the spe-
cific features of his personal relations, intercourse and situations also sur-
vive, because his special features as a corporeal being and certain specific
external conditions that cannot be identical for everyone remain unique.

There is no disappearance (nor could there be) of the constantly pro-
liferating discrepancy between personal meanings which carry the inten-
tionality, the partiality of the subject’s consciousness, and the objective
meanings, which though “indifferent” to them are the sole means by
which personal meanings can be expressed. This is why the internal
movement of the developed system of the individual’s consciousness is
full of dramatic moments. These moments are created by personal mean-
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ings that cannot “express themselves” in adequate objective meanings,
meanings that have been deprived of their basis in life and therefore,
sometimes agonizingly, discredit themselves in the consciousness of the
subject; such moments are also created by the existence of conflicting
motives or goals.

It need not be repeated that this internal movement of the individu-
al’s consciousness is engendered by the movement of a person’s objective
activity, that behind the dramatic moments of the consciousness lie the
dramatic moments of his real life, and that for this reason a scientific psy-
chology of the consciousness is impossible without investigating the sub-
ject’s activity, the forms of its immediate existence.

In conclusion I feel I must touch upon the problem of what is some-
times called the “psychology of life”, the psychology of experience, which
is once again being discussed in the literature. From what has been said in
this article it follows that although a scientific psychology must never lose
sight of man’s inner world, the study of this inner world cannot be di-
vorced from a study of his activity and does not constitute any special
trend of scientific psychological investigation. What we call experiences
are the phenomena that arise on the surface of the system of conscious-
ness and constitute the form in which consciousness is immediately ap-
parent to the subject. For this reason the experiences of interest or
boredom, attraction or pangs of conscience, do not in themselves reveal
their nature to the subject. Although they seem to be internal forces
stimulating his activity, their real function is only to guide the subject to-
wards their actual source, to indicate the personal meaning of the events
taking place in his life, to compel him to stop for a moment, as it were,
the flow of his activity and examine the essential values that have formed
in his mind, in order to find himself in them or, perhaps, to revise them.

To sum up, man’s consciousness, like his activity, is not additive. It is
not a flat surface, nor even a capacity that can be filled with images and
processes. Nor is it the connections of its separate elements. It is the in-
ternal movement of its “formative elements” geared to the general
movement of the activity which effects the rea/ life of the individual in
society. Man’s activity is the substance of his consciousness.
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Introduction

This small theoretical book was long in preparation, and even now I
cannot consider it finished — quite a bit in it is still only noted and not
explicated. Why did I decide to publish it in spite of this? I will admit at
once that it was not from a love for theorizing.

Attempts to investigate methodological problems of psychology al-
ways evoke the constant need for theoretical reference points without
which concrete investigation is doomed to remain shortsighted.

It is almost a hundred years since world psychology has been devel-
oping under conditions of crisis in its methodology. Having split in this
time into humanistic and natural science, descriptive and explanatory, the
system of psychological knowledge discloses ever new crevices into
which it seems the very subject of psychology disappears. The subject is
sometimes also reduced under the guise of the necessity of developing
interdisciplinary research. Sometimes there even are voices heard openly
inviting “Varangians” into psychology: “Come and rule over us.” The
paradox consists in this that in spite of the theoretical difficulties, in the
whole world there is now an exceptional impetus toward the develop-
ment of psychological research under direct pressure of the requirements
of life itself. As a result the contradiction between the mass of factual
material that psychology has scrupulously accumulated in excellently
equipped laboratories and the pitiful condition of its theoretical and
methodological bases has become even sharper. Negligence and skepti-
cism in relation to the general theory of the psyche, and the spreading of
factologism and scientism characteristic for contemporary American psy-
chology (and not only for it) have become a barrier blocking the road to
investigating the principal psychological problems.

It is not difficult to see the connection between this development
and the disillusionment resulting from unfounded claims of the major
Western European and American trends that they would effect a long-
awaited theoretical revolution in psychology. When behaviorism came
into being, they spoke of it as a match about to light and set off a keg of
dynamite; after that it seemed that not behaviorism but Gestalt psycholo-
gy discovered a general principle capable of leading psychological science
out of the blind alley into which it was led by rudimentary, “atomistic”
analysis; finally, very many had their heads turned by Freudism, as if in



subconsciousness he had found a fulcrum that would make it possible to
turn psychology right side up and make it really alive. Other bourgeois
psychological directions were admittedly less pretentious, but the same
fate awaited them; they all found themselves in the general eclectic soup
that is now being cooked by psychologists — each according to his own
recipe — who have reputations of “broadmindedness.”

The development of Soviet psychological science, on the other hand,
took an entirely different path.

Soviet scientists countered methodological pluralism with a unified
Marxist-Leninist methodology that allowed a penetration into the real
nature of the psyche, the consciousness of man. A persistent search for
resolutions of the principal theoretical problems of psychology on the
basis of Marxism began. Simultaneously, work continued on the critical
interpretation based on positive achievements of foreign psychologists,
and specific investigations of a wide range of problems began. New ap-
proaches were worked out, as was a new conceptual apparatus that made
it possible to bring Soviet psychology to a scientific level very rapidly, a
level incomparably higher than the level of that psychology that was giv-
en official recognition in pre revolutionary Russia. New names appeared
in psychology: Blonskii and Kornilova, then Vygotskii, Uznadze, Ru-
binshtein, and others.

The main point was that this was the way of continuous purposeful
battle — a battle for the creative mastery of Marxism-Leninism, a battle
against idealistic and mechanistic biologizing concepts in one guise or
another. While developing these concepts, it was necessary also to avoid
scientific isolationism as much as withstand being identified as a psycho-
logical school existing side-by-side with other schools. We all understood
that Marxist psychology is not just a different direction or school but a
new historical stage presenting in itself the beginnings of an authentically
scientific, consistently materialistic psychology. We also understood
something else, and that is that in the modern world psychology fulfills
an ideological function and serves class interests; it is impossible not to
reckon with this.

Methodological and ideological questions remained in the center of
attention of Soviet psychology, particulatly in the initial period of its de-
velopment, which was marked by the publication of such books, funda-
mental in their ideas, as L. S. Vygotskii’s Thought and Speech and S. L.
Rubinshtein’s Fundamentals of General Psychology. 1t is necessary, however,



to acknowledge that in the following years the attention of psychological
science to methodological problems weakened somewhat. This, of
course, does not mean in any way that theoretical questions became of
less concern, or that less was written about them. I have something else
in mind: the acknowledged carelessness in methodology of many con-
crete psychological investigations, including those in applied psychology.

This phenomenon may be explained by a series of circumstances.
One was that there gradually came about a breakdown in internal connec-
tions between the working out of philosophical problems of psychology
and the actual methodology of those conducting investigations. About
the philosophical questions of psychology (and about the philosophical
criticism of foreign, non- Marxist tendencies) not a few voluminous
books were written, but questions pertaining to concrete means of inves-
tigating broad psychological problems have hardly been touched in them.
They almost leave an impression of dichotomy: On the one hand there is
the sphere of philosophical, psychological problematics, and on the oth-
er, the sphere of specific psychological, methodological questions arising
in the course of concrete investigation. Of course the working out of
strictly philosophical problems in one area or another of scientific
knowledge is indispensable. Here, however, we are concerned with some-
thing else: with the working out on a Marxist philosophical basis of the
special problems of the methodology of psychology as a concrete science.
This requires penetration into the “internal economics,” so to speak, of
theoretical thought.

I will explain my idea using an example from one of the more diffi-
cult problems which has confronted psychological investigation for a
long time, that is, the problem of the connection between psychological
processes and physiological processes in the brain. It is scarcely necessary
to convince psychologists now that the psyche is a function of the brain
and that psychic phenomena and processes must be studied in conjunc-
tion with physiological processes. But what does it mean to study them in
conjunction? For concrete psychological investigation this question is
extremely complex. The fact is that no direct correlation between psychic
and physiological brain processes has solved the problem. Theoretical
alternatives that arise with such direct approach are well known: It is ei-
ther a hypothesis of parallelism, a fatal picture leading to an understand-
ing of the psyche as an epiphenomenon; or it is a position of naive
physiological determinism with a resultant reduction of psychology to
physiology; or finally, it is a dualistic hypothesis of psycho-physiological



interaction which allows the nonmaterial psyche to affect material pro-
cesses occurring in the brain. For metaphysical thinking there is simply
no other solution; only the terminology covering all these alternatives
changes.

In addition to this, the psycho-physiological problem has an entirely
concrete and a very real meaning in the highest degree for psychology
because the psychologist must constantly keep in mind the work of moz-
phophysiological mechanisms. He must not, for instance, make judg-
ments about the processes of perception without considering the data of
morphology and physiology. The form of perception as a psychological
reality is, however, something altogether different from the brain pro-
cesses and their constellations of which it appears to be a function. It is
apparent that we have here a matter with various forms of movement,
and this necessarily presents a further problem about those undetlying
transitions that connect these forms of movement. Although this prob-
lem appears to be more than anything a methodological problem, its
resolution requires analysis penetrating, as I have said, into the results
accumulated by concrete investigations at psychological and physiological
levels.

On the other hand, in the sphere of special psychological problemat-
ics, attention has been focused more and more on the careful working
out of separate problems, on increasing the technical arsenal of the ex-
perimental laboratory, on refining the statistical apparatus, and on using
the formal languages. Without this, of course, progress in psychology
would now be simply impossible. But it is evident that something is still
lacking. It is imperative that specific questions should not override gen-
eral questions, that methods of research should not conceal methodology.

The fact is that a psychologist-research worker involved in the study
of specific questions inevitably continues to be confronted by fundamen-
tal methodological problems of psychological science. They appear be-
fore him, however, in a cryptic form so that the resolution of specific
questions seems not to be dependent on them and requires only the pro-
liferation and refinement of empirical data. An illusion of “demythologiz-
ing” of the sphere of concrete research results, which increases even
more the impression of a breaking up of the internal connections be-
tween fundamental theoretical Marxist bases for psychological science
and its accumulation of facts. As a result, a peculiar vacuum is formed in
the system of psychological concepts into which concepts generated by
views that are essentially foreign to Marxism are spontaneously drawn.



Theoretical and methodological carelessness also appears sometimes
in the approach to solving certain purely applied psychological problems.
Most often it appears in attempts to use methods that have no scientific
basis uncritically for pragmatic purposes. Making attempts of this kind,
investigators frequently speculate on the necessity of linking psychology
more closely with actual problems that are disclosed by the contemporary
level of development of society and the scientific-technical revolution.
The most flagrant expression of such attempts is the practice of mindless
use of psychological tests, most often imported from the United States. 1
am speaking here about this only because the growing practice of testing
exposes one of the “mechanisms” that generate empty methodological
directions in psychology.

Tests, as is known, are short questionnaires, the purpose of which is
a disclosure (and sometimes measurement) of one or another preliminari-
ly scientifically determined property or process. When, for example, the
reaction of litmus to acid became known, then the “litmus paper” tests
appeared — a change in color served as a simple indicator of acidity or
alkalinity of a liquid that touched the paper; the study of specific proper-
ties of the color change led to the formation of the well-known Stilling
tables, which, according to the difference of the figures shown on them,
make it possible with sufficient precision to make judgments about the
presence or absence of a color anomaly or its character. Tests of this na-
ture are widely used in the most varied areas of knowledge and may be
called “well founded” in the sense that they are supported by cogent con-
cepts of the interdependences that connect the results of the testing with
the properties being tested, the conditions, or the processes. Tests ate not
emancipated from science and are no substitute for more thorough re-
search.

Those tests that serve to circumvent the difficulties of acquiring truly
scientific psychological knowledge have a fundamentally different charac-
ter. A typical example of such tests are the tests of mental development.
They are based on the following procedure: First, the existence of any
kind of “psychological phlogiston,” so-called intellectual endowment, is
denied; next, a series of questions- problems is devised from which are
selected those that have the greatest differentiating capability, and from
these a “test battery” is made up; finally, on the basis of statistical analysis
of the results of a large number of trials, the number of propetly solved
problems included in such a battery is correlated with age, race, or social
class of the persons being tested. An empirically determined fixed per-



centage of solutions is used as a unit, and a deviation from this unit is
recorded as a fraction that expresses the “intelligence quotient” of the
given individual or group.

The weakness in the methodology of such tests is obvious. The only
criterion for the test problems is item validity, that is, the degree of corre-
lation between the results of the problems being solved and one or an-
other indirect expression of the psychological properties being tested.
This brought into being a special psychological discipline, the so-called
testology. It is not difficult to see that behind such a transformation of
methodology into an independent discipline lurks nothing but a substitu-
tion of flagrant pragmatism for theoretical investigation.

Am I saying here that we must forgo psychological testing? No, not
necessarily. I have given an example of a long since discredited test for
giftedness in order to emphasize once again the need for a serious theo-
retical analysis even in deciding such questions, which at fist glance seem
narrowly methodical.

I have given consideration to those difficulties that scientific psy-
chology is experiencing, and I have said nothing about its unquestionable
and very substantial achievements. But it is particulatly the recognition of
these difficulties that makes up, so to speak, the critical content of this
book. It is not, however, the only foundation on which the positions de-
veloped in it are based. I have also supported my positions in many cases
with positive results of concrete psychological investigations, my own as
well as those of other scientists. The results of these investigations I have
constantly had in view even if they are mentioned directly only rarely and
as passing illustrations; in most cases they were left quite outside the lim-
its of this work. This is explained by the necessity of avoiding long di-
gressions in order to bring out the author's general conceptions more
graphically and obviously.

For this reason this book does not pretend to be a review of scien-
tific literature covering the questions broached. Many important works
that are known to the reader are not cited in it, although they are alluded
to. Since this may leave an erroneous impression, I must stress that even
if these psychological works are not named, it is by no means because
they do not, in my opinion, deserve mention. The situation is the same
for philosophical-historical sources: Without difficulty the reader will de-
tect theoretical judgments supported cryptically by analysis of some un-
named categories of pre-Marxist classical philosophy. All of these are but



losses, which can be made up only in a new, large book written in a com-

pletely different way. Unfortunately at this time I have no opportunity to
do this.

Almost every theoretical work can be read in different ways, some-
times completely differently from the way it appears to the author. For
this reason I want to take this opportunity to say what, in my view, is
most important in the pages of this book. I think that the most important
thing in this book is the attempt to comprehend psychologically the cate-
gories that are most important for constructing an indisputable psycho-
logical system as a concrete science of the origin, function, and structure
of the psychological reflection of reality that the life of the individual me-
diates. These are the category of subjective activity, the category of con-
sciousness of man, and the category of personality. The first of these is
not only primary but also most important. In Soviet psychology this posi-
tion is expressed consistently but is demonstrated in essentially different
ways. The central point, forming something of a watershed between the
various comprehensions of the position of the category of activity, con-
sists in this: Should subjective activity be considered only as a condition
of psychic reflection and its expression, or should it be considered as a
process containing in itself those internal, impelling contradictions, di-
chotomies, and transformations that give birth to the psyche, which is the
indispensable moment of its own movement of activity, its development.
If the first of these positions evoked an investigation of activity in its
basic form — in the form of practice — beyond the limits of psychology,
then the second position proposes that activity, independent of its form,
enters into the subjective psychological science, although it is understood
in a completely different way from the way it is understood when it en-
ters into the subject matter of other sciences. In other words, psychologi-
cal analysis of activity consists, from the point of view of the second
position, not in isolating from it its internal, psychological elements for
further isolated study but in bringing into psychology such units of analy-
sis as carry in themselves psychological reflection in its inseparability
from the moments that give rise to it and mediate it in human activity.
This position that I am defending requires, however, a reconstruction of
the whole conceptual apparatus of psychology, which in this book is only
noted and, to a large degree, is a matter for the future. Even more diffi-
cult in psychology is the category of consciousness. The whole study of
consciousness as a higher, specifically human form of psyche arising in
the process of social interaction and presupposing the functioning of lan-



guage constitutes the most important requisite for the psychology of
man. The problem therefore of psychological investigation lies in not
being limited by the study of phenomena and processes at the surface of
consciousness but in penetrating into its internal structure. For this con-
sciousness must be considered not as a field contemplated by the subject
on which his images and conceptions are projected but as a specific in-
ternal movement generated by the movement of man's activity. The diffi-
culty here is confronted even in isolating the category of consciousness as
a psychological category, that is, in understanding those real transitions
that interconnect the psyches of the specific individuals and the forms of
social consciousness. This, however, cannot be done without preliminary
analysis of these “formers” of individual consciousness, the movement of
which characterizes its internal structure. A special chapter of this book is
dedicated to an account of an experiment of such analysis, the basis of
which is analysis of movement of activity. It is not up to me, of course, to
judge whether or not this experiment was successful. I want only to turn
the reader's attention to the fact that the psychological “secret of con-
sciousness” remains a secret to any method, except the method revealed
by Marx, which makes it possible to demonstrate the nature of supersen-
sitive properties of social objects of which man, as an object of con-
sciousness, is one. The view that I have developed, which holds that
personality is a subject of strictly psychological study, will probably evoke
great reaction. I think this because my views are definitely not in agree-
ment with those of metaphysical, cultural, and anthropological concepts
of personality (based on the theory of its dual determination, biological
heredity, and social environment) that now flood world psychology. This
incompatibility is particularly evident in reviewing the question of the
nature of the so-called internal springs of personality and the question of
the connection between the personality of man and his somatic charac-
teristics.

Widespread is the view of the needs and appetites of man that the
needs and appetites themselves determine the activity of the personality,
its tendencies; correspondingly, the principal task of psychology is the
study of which needs are natural to man and which experiences (appe-
tites, wishes, feelings) they evoke. The second view, as distinct from the
first, is to understand how the development of human activity itself, its
motives and means, transforms man’s needs and gives rise to new needs
so that the hierarchy of the needs changes to the extent that the satisfac-
tion of some of them is reduced to the status only of conditions neces-



sary for man’s activity and his existence as a personality. It must be said
that the defenders of the first anthropological or, better said, naturalistic
point of view bring forth many arguments, among them those that can
metaphorically be called arguments “from the gut.” Of course, filling the
stomach with food is an indispensable condition for any subjective activi-
ty, but the psychological problem is composed of something else: What
will that activity be? how will its development proceed? And, in conjunc-
tion with this there is the problem of the transformation of the needs
themselves.

If I have isolated the given question here, it is because in this ques-
tion opposite views confront each other in the perspective of the study of
personality. One of them leads to the construction of a psychology of the
personality based on the primacy, in the broad sense of the word, of
needs (in the language of behaviorists, “reinforcement”); the other, to-
ward the structure of a psychology of the primacy of activity in which
man confirms his human personality.

The second question — the question of the personality of man and his
physical characteristics — becomes acute in connection with the position
that a psychological theory of personality cannot be constructed princi-
pally on the basis of the difference in man’s constitution. In the theory of
personality, how is it possible to get along without the usual references to
Sheldon’s constitution, Eising’s factors, and finally Pavlov’s types of
higher nervous activity? This question also arises from the methodologi-
cal misunderstandings that in many instances stem from the ambiguity of
the concept of “personality.” This ambiguity, however, disappears if we
adopt the well-known Marxist position that personality is a particular
quality that a natural individual commands in a system of social relations.
The problem then inevitably changes: Anthropological properties of the
individual appear not as determining personality, or as entering into its
structure, but as genetically assigned conditions of formation of personal-
ity and, in addition, as that which determines not its psychological traits
but only the form and means of their expression. For example, aggres-
siveness as a trait of personality will, of course, be manifested in a choler-
ic in a different way from the way it is manifested in a phlegmatic, but to
explain aggressiveness as a property of temperament is as scientifically
absurd as to look for an explanation of wars in the instinct for pugnacity
that is natural to people. Thus, the problem of temperament, properties
of the nervous system, etc., is not “banished” from the theory of person-
ality but appears in a different, nontraditional way as a question of use, if



it can be so expressed by the personality of inborn, individual traits and
capabilities. And this is a very important problem for concrete charac-
terology which, like a number of other problems, has not been consid-
ered in this book.

Slips that occurred in this preface (and they might have been more
numerous) are due to the fact that the author saw his problem not so
much as a confirmation of one or another concrete psychological posi-
tion as a search for a method of extracting them as they flow out of the
historical-materialistic study of the nature of man, his activity, conscious-
ness, and personality.

In conclusion, I must say a few words about the composition of the
book. The thoughts contained in it were already expressed in earlier pub-
lications of the author, a list of which is given in notes to the chapters.
Here they are presented systematically for the first time.

In its composition the book is divided into three parts. The first part
contains Chapters 1 and 2, which analyze the concept of reflection and
the total contribution that Marxism has made to scientific psychology.
These chapters serve as an introduction to the book’s central part in
which the problems of activity, consciousness, and personality are con-
sidered. The last part of the book has a completely different place: It does
not seem to be a continuation of the foregoing chapters but is one of the
eatlier works of the author on the psychology of consciousness. Since the
publication of the first edition, which has now become rare, more than 20
years have passed, and much in it has become outdated. It contains, how-
ever, certain psychological-pedagogical aspects of the problem of con-
sciousness which are not touched on at all in other patts of this book,
although these aspects remain even now close to the heart of the author.
This inspired their inclusion in the book.



Chapter 1. Marxism and

Psychological Science

1.1. The General Bases of Marxist Psychology

The teachings of Karl Marx caused a revolution in social sciences: in
philosophy, in political economy, in the theory of socialism. As is known,
psychology remained isolated from the influence of Marxism for many
years. Marxism was not admitted into the official centers of scientific
psychology, and the name of Katl Marx remained almost unmentioned in
the works of psychologists for more than 50 years after the publication of
his basic work.

Only at the beginning of the 1920s did scientists of our country rec-
ognize for the first time the need to consciously structure psychology on
the basis of Marxism.! Thus it was that Soviet scientists discovered Marx
for world psychological science.

Originally the task of creating Marxist psychology was understood as
a task of criticizing ideological, philosophic views entertained in psychol-
ogy and introducing into it certain positions of Marxist dialectics. Charac-
teristic in this respect was the title of a new textbook of psychology by K.
N. Kornilov published in 1926. It was called, -4 Textbook of Psychology from
the Point of View of Dialectic Materialism. 1n it, as in other works of this peri-
od, many ideas and understandings of Marxism and Leninism basic for
psychology, including the concept of reflection, were still undiscovered,
although Kornilov and other authors of that time stressed their position
on the social nature of man’s psychology; it was, however, usually inter-
preted in the spirit of naive representations about biosocial conditioning
of human behavior.

Only after the work of L. S. Vygotskii,> and somewhat later, S. L.
Rubinshtein,? did the meaning of Marxism become more fully under-
stood.

1 K. N. Kornilov, Contemporary Psychology and Marxism, Leningrad, 1923.

2 L. S. Vygotskii, “Consciousness as a problem in the psychology of behaviour,”
in Psychology and Marxism, Moscow 1924; also Thinking and Speech, Moscow 1934.
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The historical approach to human psychology, a concrete psycholog-
ical science of consciousness as a higher form of the reflection of reality,
and the study of activity and its structure were developed. The process of
gradually reviewing the significance of the classics of Marxism created a
broad theory that disclosed the nature and general laws of psychology
and consciousness, and that the contribution of Marxism to psychological
science will not suffer in significance in comparison with the very greatest
theoretical discoveries during the pre-Marxist period of its development
as well as since Marx.

This was realized as a result of major theoretical work of many psy-
chologists-Marxists, including those of other countries.* But even now it
must not be said that psychology has exhausted the treasure chest of
Marxist-Leninist ideas. For this reason we turn again and again to the
works of Karl Marx, which resolve even the most profound and complex
theoretical problems of psychological science.

In the theory of Marxism the teaching about human activity, about its
development and its forms, has decisively important significance for psy-
chology.

As is known, Marx begins his remarkable Theses on Feuerbach with
the indication of the “chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism.”
He believes that reality was taken by Feuerbach only in the form of an
object, in the form of contemplation, and not as a human activity, not
subjectively.>

Speaking of the contemplation of old materialism, Marx had in mind
the fact that cognition was considered then only as the result of the effect
of objects on the recognizing subject, on his sense organs, and not as a
product of the development of his activity in an objective world. Thus,
the old material isolated cognition from sensory activity, from the living,
practical ties of man — with the world that surrounded him.

Introducing the concept of activity into the theory of cognition, Marx
gave it a strictly materialistic sense: For Marx, activity in its primary and

3 S. L. Rubinshtein, “Problems in Psychology and the works of Karl Marx,” Sov:-
et Psychotechnology, No. 1, 1934; also, Fundamentals of General Psychology, Moscow
1940.

4 One of the first foreign authors who recognized the need to structure psychol-
ogy on a Marxist basis was G. Politzer, G. Politzer, Revue de psychologie concrete,

5 “Theses on Feuerbach,” MECW, vol. 5, p. 6.
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basic form was sensory, practical activity in which people enter into a
practical contact with objects of the surrounding world, test their re-
sistance, and act on them, acknowledging their objective properties. This
is the radical difference of Marxist teaching about activity as distinguished
from the idealistic teaching that recognizes activity only in its abstract,
speculative form.

A profound revolution brought about by Marx in the theory of cog-
nition is the idea that human practice is the basis for human cognition;
practice is that process in the course of whose development cognitive
problems arise, human perceptions and thought originate and develop,
and which at the same time contains in itself criteria of the adequacy and
truth of knowledge: Marx says that man must prove truth, activity and
power, and the universality of his thought in practice.

In light of these well-known theses of Marx, it must be particularly
emphasized that not one of them can be taken in isolation, apart from
Marxist teaching as a whole. This refers especially to the position on the
role of practice — a position that certain contemporary perverters of
Marxism try to treat as if it expressed and provided a basis for the prag-
matic point of view.

In reality the philosophic discovery of Marx consists not in identify-
ing practice with cognition but in recognizing that cognition does not
exist outside the life process that in its very nature is a material, practical
process. The reflection of reality arises and develops in the process of the
development of real ties of cognitive people with the human world sur-
rounding them; it is defined by these ties and, in its turn, has an effect on
their development.

“The prerequisites with which we begin,” we read in German Ideology,
“are not arbitrary, they are not dogmas; they are genuine prerequisites
from which we can escape only in imagination. They are the actual indi-
viduals, their activity and the material conditions of their lives. ...”7 These
prerequisites also make up three indispensable features, three links, dia-
lectical ties that form a single, self- developing system.

Even the bodily organization of individuals incorporates the need
that they participate in an active relationship with the external world; in

6 Translator’s note: The word “practice” is used here in the sense in which it
occurs in the phrase “theory and practice.”

7 “German Ideology,” MECWW vol. 5, p. 31.
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order to exist they must act, produce the necessary means of life. Acting
on the external world, they change it; at the same time they also change
themselves. This is because what they themselves represent is determined
by their activity, conditioned by the already attained level of development,
by its means and the form of its organization.

Only in the course of the development of these relations does psy-
chological reflection of reality by people also develop. “People, develop-
ing their material production and their own material contacts, change
their own activity and their own thinking and the products of their own
thoughts at the same time.”® In other words, thought and consciousness
are determined by real life, the life of people, and exist only as their con-
sciousness as a product of the development of the system of objective
relationships indicated. In its own self development this system forms
various infrastructures, relations, and processes that may become the ob-
jects of study of separate sciences. The Marxist approach, however, re-
quires that these be observed within a general system and not isolated
from it. This requirement, it is understood, refers also to the psychologi-
cal study of people and to psychological science.

The old metaphysical psychology knew only abstract individuals be-
ing subjected to the action of an environment that resisted them, who on
their part exhibited characteristic psychic capabilities: perception,
thought, will, feelings. Indifferently the individual under these circum-
stances was thought of as some kind of reactive machine (if even a very
complexly programmed machine), or he was ascribed innately developed
spiritual strength. Like St. Sancho, who naively believed that with a blow
of steel we will chop out fire that is hidden in rock and who was derided
by Marx,” the psychologist-metaphysician thinks that the psyche can be
extracted from the subject himself, from his head. Like Sancho, he does
not suspect that the fiery sparks are cast off not by the rock but by the
steel, and what is most important, that the whole point is that in the
white heat the sparks are the interaction of the rock and the steel. The
psychologist- metaphysician also drops the main link: the processes that
mediate the ties of the subject with the real world, the only processes in
which their psychic reflection of reality takes place, the transition of the
material into the ideal. And these are the very processes of the activity of

8 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 36.
9 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 422.
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the subject that always are external and practical first and then assume the
form of internal activity, the activity of consciousness.

The analysis of activity also comprises the decisive point and princi-
pal method of scientific cognition of psychic reflection, consciousness. In
the study of the forms of social consciousness it is the analysis of social
life, characteristic means of production, and systems of social relation-
ships; in the study of the individual psyche it is the analysis of the activity
of individuals in given social conditions and concrete circumstances that
are the lot of each of them.

1.2. The Theory of Consciousness

Karl Marx laid the foundation for a concrete psychological theory of
consciousness that opened completely new perspectives for psychological
science. Although the former subjective-empirical psychology readily
called itself a science of consciousness, actually it was never that. The
phenomena of consciousness were studied in either a plan that was purely
descriptive, with epiphenomenology and parallel positions, or a plan that
completely excluded scientific psychological knowledge, as was required
by the most radical representatives of the so-called subjective psycholo-
gy.!? The coherent system of psychological knowledge, however, cannot
be constructed outside the concrete, scientific theory of consciousness.
This is especially borne out by the theoretical crises that constantly arise
in psychology in proportion to the accumulation of concrete psychologi-
cal information, the volume of which increased rapidly beginning with
the second half of the last century.

The central secret of the human psyche, which the scientific psycho-
logical investigation stopped short of, already comprised the existence of
internal psychological phenomena, the very fact of presentability to the
subject of a picture of the world. This psychological secret could not have
been discovered in pre-Marxist psychology; it remains undiscovered even
in contemporary psychology developing outside Marxism.

10 J. Watson, “Psychology as the Behaviorist views it,” in Psychological Review, vol.
20, 1913, Even eatlier, the necessity of complete rejection o psychological con-
cepts and terms was promulgated by a group of zoopsychologists, T. Beer, ] v.
Uexiill “Vorschlidge zu einer objektiv Nomenklatur,” Biologisches Zentralblatt, 1899,
vol 19.
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Consciousness invatiably appeared in psychology as something ex-
traneous to the principal concern, only as a condition for the taking place
of psychological processes. Particularly such was the position of Wundt.
Consciousness, he wrote, is whatever kind of psychic condition we find
in ourselves, and for this reason we cannot experience the essence of
consciousness. “All attempts to define consciousness... lead only to tau-
tology or to defining activities which take place in consciousness, which
for this reason are not really consciousness since consciousness is a pre-
requisite for them.”'! The same idea is even more clearly expressed by
Natorp: Consciousness does not have its own structure; it is only a condi-
tion of psychology, not its subject. Although its existence is a basic and
tully credible psychological fact, it cannot be defined, and is inferred only
from itself.12

Consciousness is nonqualitative because it is in itself a quality — the
quality of psychic phenomena and processes; this quality is expressed in
their “presentability” (predstavlennost)) to the subject (Stout). This quality
cannot be discovered; it can only be or not be.!?

The idea of the nonessential nature of consciousness is included also
in the well-known comparison of consciousness to a stage on which the
events of a mental life are played out. A stage is necessary for these
events to take place, but the stage itself does not participate in them.

Thus consciousness is somewhat extraneous to psychology, psycho-
logically non qualitative. Although this idea is not always expressed di-
rectly, it is always understood. It is not contradicted by a single
experiment in the past, which attempted a psychological description of
consciousness that was most directly expressed by Ledd: Consciousness
is that which can shrink or grow, which is partially lost in sleep, and
completely lost in fainting.!4

It is a unique “luminescence,” a shifting light reflection, or better yet,
a projectot, the beam of which illuminates the external or internal field.
Its shifting over this field is expressed in the phenomena of attention

11 W. Wundt, Fundamentals of Physiological Psychology, Moscow, 1880, p. 138.
12 P. Natorp, Einleitung in die Psychologie, Berlin 1888, s. 14,112.
13 Stout, Analytical Psychology, Moscow 1920.

14 In our psychological literature this idea found its original expression in the
attempt to systematize psychology proposed by P. P. Blonsky: Blonskii, Psycholog-
ical Notes, Moscow 1927.
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through which alone consciousness gets its psychological character, but
still it is only quantitative and spatial. “The field of consciousness” (or
“the field of attention,” which is the same thing) may be narrower and
more concentrated or wider and dispersed; it may be more or less stable,
fluctuating, but granted all this, the description of the “field of con-
sciousness” itself remains non-qualitative, non-structured. Accordingly,
the “laws of consciousness” that had been worked out had a purely for-
mal character; the same can be said of the laws of the relative clarity of
consciousness, continuity of consciousness, and stream of consciousness.

To the laws of consciousness are sometimes also referred such laws
as the law of association or the laws of wholeness and of pregnance, and
so forth, developed by Gestalt psychology. These laws, however, refer to
phenomena in consciousness, and not to consciousness as a separate
form of the psyche, and therefore they are just as applicable to its “field”
as to the phenomena that occur outside this “field” — at the human level
as well as at the animal level.

The theory of consciousness leading to the French sociological
school (Durkheim, De Roberti, Halbwax, et al.)!5 holds a somewhat dif-
ferent position. As is known, the main idea of this school refers to the
psychological problem of consciousness and holds that individual con-
sciousness is the result of the action on man of the consciousness of so-
ciety under the influence of which his psyche becomes socialized and
intellectualized; this socialization and intellectualization of the psyche of
man is his consciousness. But even in this conception the psychological
non qualitativeness of consciousness is still retained; only now con-
sciousness presents itself as some kind of plane on which ideas and con-
cepts are projected, which constitute the content of social consciousness.
Thus consciousness is identified with knowledge: Consciousness is a
“knowing with,” a product of contact between one consciousness and
another.

Other attempts to describe consciousness psychologically consisted
of representing it as a condition of unifying internal psychic life.

A unification of psychic functions, capabilities, and properties is also
consciousness; for this reason, wrote Lipps, it is at one and the same time

15 S. L. Rubinshtein, Principles and Trends of Development in Psychology, Moscow
1959, pp. 308-320.
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self-consciousness.!¢ More simply than anyone, James expressed this idea
in a letter to K. Stumpf: Consciousness is “the general master of all psy-
chic functions.” But precisely on the basis of James’s example it is partic-
ularly clear that this understanding of consciousness is completely absent
in the teaching about its non-qualitative, indeterminable nature. It is
James who said about himself: “It is already 20 years since I have doubt-
ed the existence of a real, so-called consciousness. ... It seems to me the
time has come for everybody to renounce it openly.”!”

Neither the experimental introspection of the Wiirzburgians nor the
phenomenology of Husserl nor existentialism was in a condition to pene-
trate the structure of consciousness. On the contrary, understanding its
phenomenological state with its internal ideal relations as consciousness,
they insist on the “depsychologizing,” if that can be said, of these internal
relations. The psychology of consciousness completely dissolves in phe-
nomenology. It is interesting to note that authors who have set them-
selves the goal of seeing “beyond” consciousness and who are spreading
teaching about the non-conscious sphere of the psyche preserve the same
understanding of consciousness as a “messenger of the organization of
psychic processes” (Freud). Like other representatives of depth psychol-
ogy, Freud brings the problem of consciousness out of the sphere of psy-
chology proper. Of course the principal instance representing
consciousness, “superego,” is essentially metapsychic.

Metaphysical positions on consciousness could not bring psychology
to any other kind of understanding of consciousness. Although the idea
of development penetrated even pre-Marxist psychological thought, par-
ticularly during the post-Spencerian period, it was not widely used for the
solution of problems about the nature of the human psyche so that the
psyche continued to be considered as something preexisting and only
“being filled” with new content. These were the metaphysical positions
that were also destroyed by the dialectical-materialistic view, which
opened completely new perspectives before the psychology of con-
sciousness.

16 G. Lipps, “Trends in Psychology,” a paper presented at the Fifth Internation-
al Psychological Congress, 1905.

17 W. James, “Does consciousness exist?” in: New Ideas in Philosophy, No. 4, Mos-
cow, 1910.
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The basic position of Marxism on consciousness is that it represents
a quality of a special form of the psyche. Although consciousness also has
its own history in the evolution of the animal world, it first appears in
man in the process of the organization of work and social relations. Con-
sciousness from the very beginning is a social product.'®

The Marxist position on the indispensability and the real function of
consciousness completely excludes the possibility in psychology of con-
sidering the phenomena of consciousness only as epiphenomena accom-
panying brain processes and the activity that they realize. In addition,
psychology cannot simply postulate the activity of consciousness. The
task of psychological science consists in explaining scientifically the actual
role of consciousness; this is possible only under the conditions of a radi-
cal change in the very approach to the problem, and more than anything,
under conditions that reject the limited anthropological view of con-
sciousness that looks for its explanation in processes taking place within
the head of the individual under the influence of stimuli acting on him,
views that inevitably return psychology to the parallelistic position.

The real explanation of consciousness lies not in those processes but
in social conditions and modes of that activity which makes up its indis-
pensability — in work activity. This activity is characterized by the fact that
its materialization, its “extinction,” according to Marx’s expression, re-
sults in a product.

Marx writes in Capital, “That which appeared on the part of the
worker in the form of activity (Unrube), now appears on the part of the
product in the form of a fixed property (rubende Eigenschafi), in the form
of existence.”" “During the process of work,” we read further, “work
constantly changes from the form of activity to the form of existence,
from the form of movement to the form of material.”’20

In this process there also takes place an objectification of those ideas
that evoke, direct, and regulate the activity of the subject. As a result of
this activity they find a new form of existence as external objects per-
ceived by the senses. Now in their external, exteriorized, or exoteric form
the products themselves are objects of reflections. Also correlating with
initial ideas is the process of their perception by the subject — a process

18 “German Ideology,” MECW, vol. 5, p. 44.
19 Capital Vol. 1, MECW, vol. 35, p. 191.
20 c.f. Grundrisse, MECW, vol. 28, p. 220.
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that results in their own reduplication, their own theoretical existence in
his head.

Such a description of the process of perception appears to be incom-
plete, however. In order for this process to take place, the object must
appear before a man precisely as registering the psychic content of activi-
ty, that is, its theoretical side. Isolated activity, however, cannot be under-
stood apart from social ties or from the contacts that inevitably bind
those participating in work. Entering into contact with each other, people
also formulate a language that serves to represent the objects, the means,
and the very process of work itself. The acts of signifying are in essence
nothing but acts of isolating the theoretical side of objects, and the acqui-
sition by individuals of language is the acquisition of their signification in
the form of perception. “Language,” note Marx and Engels, “is practical,

existing for other people as well as for me alone, a real consciousness.
772’1

This position, however, can by no means be interpreted as meaning
that consciousness has its origin in language. Language is not its demi-
urge, but a form of its existence. Moreover, words, the language signs, are
not simply replacements for things, their conditional substitutes. Behind
philological meanings is hidden social practice, activity transformed and
crystallized in them; only in the process of this activity is objective reality
revealed to man.

Of course, the development of consciousness in every individual
does not repeat the social-historical process of the formation of con-
sciousness. Neither does a conscious reflection of the world spring up in
the individual as a result of a direct projection on his brain of the ideas
and concepts worked out by preceding generations. His consciousness
too is a product of his activity in an object world. In this activity, mediat-
ed by contact with other people, is realized the process of the individual’s
acquisition (Aneignung) of the spiritual riches accumulated by the human
race (Menschengattung) and embodied in an objective, sensible form.?
Thus, the objective existence of human activity itself (Marx says industry,
explaining that up to this time work — that is, industry — was the whole of

21 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 44.
22 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 86.
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human activity) appeats as “human psychology appearing sensually be-
fore us.”?3

Thus, this discovery of Marx, radical for psychological theory, con-
sists in the idea that consciousness is not a manifestation of some kind of
mystical capability of the human brain to generate a “light of conscious-
ness” under the influence of things impinging on it — stimuli — but a
product of those special — that is, social — relations into which people
enter and which are realized only by means of their brains, their organs of
feeling, and their organs of action. The processes evoked by these rela-
tions also lead to the acceptance of objects in the form of their subjective
images in the head of man, in the form of consciousness.

In addition to this theory of consciousness, Marx also developed the
bases for the scientific history of human consciousness. The importance
of this for psychological science can hardly be exaggerated.

Notwithstanding that in psychology there is much material about the
historic development of thought, memory, and other psychic processes,
collected mainly by historians of culture and ethnographers, the central
problem, the problem of historical stages of the formation of conscious-
ness, remained untesolved.

Marx and Engels not only formulated a general method of historical
investigation of consciousness, they disclosed also those fundamental
changes that human consciousness undergoes in the course of the devel-
opment of society. We are speaking here mainly about the stage of the
original formation of consciousness and of language and about the stage
of transformation of consciousness into a universal form of specifically
human psyche when reflection in the form of consciousness encom-
passes the whole range of phenomena of the world surrounding man —
his own activity and man himself.?* Of particularly great significance is
the teaching of Marx about those changes in consciousness that it under-
goes during the development of division of work in society, a separation
of the majority of producers from the means of production, and an isola-
tion of theoretical activity from practical activity. Engendered by the de-
velopment of private property, economic alienation leads to alienation
and to disintegration of human consciousness. This disintegration is ex-
pressed in the inadequacy of that sense that gives objective significance to

23 “Private Property and Communism,” MECI vol. 3, p. 302.
24 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 44.



ACTIVITY, CONSCIOUSNESS AND PERSONALITY 49

man, to his activity, and to its products. This disintegration of conscious-
ness is eliminated only when the attitudes toward private property that
gave rise to it are eliminated with the transition from a class society to
communism. Marx wrote, “Communism already considers itself as a rein-
tegration or a return of man to himself, as an elimination of man’s aliena-
tion. ...”%

These theoretical positions of Marx have a particularly real sense in
our time. They orient scientific psychology in its approach to complex
problems of changing the consciousness of man in a socialistic-
communistic society, in resolving those concrete psychological tasks that
appear now not only in the sphere of education of the younger genera-
tion but also in the area of organization of work, human contacts, and
other spheres where the human personality is evident.

1.3. The Psychology of Cognitive Processes

Marxist teaching about the nature of consciousness produced a gen-
eral theory of the human psyche. At the same time it found its embodi-
ment in the theoretical resolution of such large problems as the problem
of perception and thought. In each of these areas, Marx introduced ideas
that are basic for scientific psychology. These ideas anticipated by many
years the principal direction of their development in the area of the psy-
chological study of perception and thought activity of man.

Marxism considers perception, that is, direct sensual reflection of ac-
tivity, as a degree, as well as a basic form of cognition, which reaches a
high degree of perfection in the process of the historical development of
man.

It is understood that the potentials of perception depend on the
structure of the sense organs of man, his sensory capabilities, or, using
the language of Marx’ early works, correspond to his essential powers.
However, in order for a sensible, visual, or aural image of an object to
appear in a man’s head, it is necessary that an active relationship be estab-
lished between the man and this object. The adequacy and degree of
completeness of the image also depend on processes in which this rela-
tionship is realized. This means that in order to explain scientifically the
appearance and features of a subjective, sensual image, it is not enough to
study the structure and work of sensory organs on the one hand, and the

25 “Private Property and Communism,” MECW vol. 3, p. 296.
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physical nature of the effect an object has on them on the other. It is
necessary also to penetrate into the activity of the subject that mediates
his ties with the objective world.

Altogether different is the maturation-sensualistic approach to per-
ception that was entertained by pre-Marxist psychologists. This approach
found its expression in the seemingly self-evident position that was for-
mulated by psychologists-sensualists: In order that an image of an object
be formed in the consciousness of man, it is sufficient to have that image
before the eyes.

Knowing man from his morphophysiological properties on the one
hand, and the world of things confronting him on the other, psychologi-
cal investigation of perception was confronted by unsolvable theoretical
difficulties. In particular, it was impossible to explain the main point: the
adequacy of a subjective image of objective reality. For this reason the
psychology of perception appeared to be incapable in fact of escaping the
limits of interpretation in the spirit of physiological idealism and hiero-
glyphism, and was forced to appeal to such ideas as capacity for structur-
ing, for the formation of “Gestalts.” Thus many facts in the area of
perception were left entirely unexplained. Prominent among these is the
absolutely fundamental fact that effects elicited in our organs through the
action of external objects are perceived not as our own unique condition
but as something that exists outside us — a fact that was opportunely used
by Marx to explain one of the features of conversion in human con-
sciousness of human relations into relations with things found outside.?

Only under the pressure of ever newer facts, accumulated recently,
especially, so to speak, during the “post-Gestalt” years, were the efforts
of investigators directed to the study of that activity of the subject during
which images of perception were formed. A great number of works ap-
peared that investigated the genesis of structure and content of percep-
tive actions — tactile, visual, and, finally, aural. Thus a whole century was
necessary for psychology to free itself from the approach that viewed
perception as the result of a one sided action of external things on a pas-
sive, world-contemplating subject, and for the introduction of a new ap-
proach to the perceptive processes.

Of course, in the center of this new approach opposite philosophical
lines continue to confront each othet: lines of materialism and idealism.

26 “Capital,” I, ch. 1 84, MECW vol 35, p. 82ff.
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The first requires an understanding of the activity of perception as a pro-
cess included in the living and practical ties of man with objective reality,
as a process in which the material is only “translated,” according to the
expression of Marx, into the ideal. The second approach, the idealistic
line, treats this activity of perception as if it were forming the world of
things.

To what has been said we must add that data of contemporary indi-
vidual experimental investigation of perceptive actions and operations do
not in themselves give a theoretical solution to the problem of human
perception. Their real significance may be understood only in the wider
context of the study of the unity of the subject and object, of the social
historical nature of the connections between man and the object world.

Although the activity of perception is an activity that is special in the
sense that in its developed forms it is not directly connected with practi-
cal action of man on the object, and has as its product a subjective image
of the object (that is, an ideal product), it is nevertheless an authentic ob-
jective activity submitting to its object as embodying in itself the entirety
of human social custom. “The eye,” says Marx, “became a human eye
precisely when its object became a social, human object, made by man for
man. For this reason the feelings directly in their working became theo-
rists.” And further, “The education of the five external senses — this is the
work of all the history of the world that has passed to this time.”?’

The positions cited have social man, man as a social being, and his
social activity directly in view, that is, the social-historical process. But a
separate individual does not exist as a man outside society. He becomes a
man only as a result of the process of carrying out human activity. The
activity of perception also is one of the forms in which this process takes
place.

To all former empirical psychology similar ideas remained deeply al-
ien. Only a few of the most perspicacious thinkers approached the under-
standing that behind perception there lies, as if rolled up, practice, and
that the touching hand or eye is not lost in its object only because it has
learned to do the perceptive actions and operations that have been for-
mulated in practice. These ideas especially bring us close to an under-
standing of the actual nature of human perception.

27 “Private Property and Communism,” MECW vol. 3, p. 301.
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Together with theoretical bases for the scientific psychology of per-
ception, Marx also set down the bases for the scientific psychology of
thought processes. Only Marxist teaching allows us to surmount the ide-
alistic view of thought that places it above feeling, and the limits of meta-
physical materialism that reduce thought to the elementary process of
analysis and generalization of sensory impressions and the formation of
associations between them. In opposition to this, Marxism, as is known,
considers human thought as a product of social-historical development,
as a special theoretical form of human activity that is nothing else but a
derivative of practical activity. Even with this degree of development,
when thought becomes relatively independent, practice remains its basis
and a criterion for its truths.

As a function of the human brain, thought represents a natural pro-
cess, but thought does not exist outside society, outside accumulated hu-
man knowledge and the methods of thought activity worked out by the
human race. Thus, every separate person becomes a subject of thought if
only controlling the language, understanding, and logic, which represent
generalized reflections of the experience of social practice: Even those
tasks that he sets for himself in thought originate in the social conditions
of his life. In other words, human thought like human perception has a
social-historical nature.

Marxism especially emphasizes the primordial tie of thought with
practical activity. “The production of ideas,” we read in German ldeology,
“originally was directly incorporated into material activity and into mate-
rial contacts of people in the language of real life. The formation of ideas,
thought and spiritual contacts of people appear here still as a direct result
of material relationships of people.”?8 Engels expressed this in a more
general way he wrote, “A more real and closer basis for human thought

appears to be the way man changes nature, and not nature alone as such.
29

These positions have a fundamental significance not only for the
theory of cognition but also for the psychology of thought. They not only
destroy the naive, naturalistic, and idealistic views of thought that were

entertained in the old psychology but formulate a basis for adequate con-
sideration of the numerous scientific facts and concepts that appeared as

28 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 36.
29 “Dialectics of Nature. Dialectics,” MECW vol 25, p 511.
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a result of the psychological study of thought processes in the last dec-
ades.

Analysis of the psychological theory of thought originating in bour-
geois philosophical views shows that they are not in a condition to give
genuine scientific answers even to the most fundamental questions; the
fact that these questions have not been answered slows further develop-
ment of concrete research on this real problem.

Among such fundamental questions, foremost is the question of
how, having sensory perceptions as its only source, thought penetrates
the surface of phenomena that act on our sensory organs. Marxist teach-
ing gives the only true solution to this problem of the origin and essence
of human thought.

Work is the instrument that places man not only ahead of material
objects but also ahead of their interaction, which he himself controls and
reproduces. In this process man’s cognition of the objects takes place,
exceeding the possibilities of direct sensory reflection. If in direct action,
“subject-object,” the latter discloses its properties only within limits con-
ditioned by the kind and degree of subtlety that the subject can sense,
then in the process of interaction mediated by an instrument, cognition
goes beyond these limits. Thus, in mechanical processing of an object
made of one material with an object made of another, we carry out an
unmistakable test of their relative hardness within limits completely inac-
cessible to our organs of skin-muscle sensitivity: On the basis of the
change of form of one of the objects, we draw a conclusion about the
greater hardness of the other. In this sense the instrument is the first real
abstraction. Only by going further along this line can we isolate objective
units, the use of which makes cognition of a given property of objects
possible with adequate precision, and, what is most important, inde-
pendently of the fluctuating thresholds of sensitivity.

Initially, cognition of the properties of the object world that are be-
yond the limits of direct sensory cognition is the unpremeditated result of
actions directed to a practical purpose, that is, actions included in work
activity of people. Subsequently, it begins to adapt to special tasks, for
example, the task of evaluating the suitability of the original material by
means of preliminary practical testing, a simple experiment. Actions of
this kind, serving conscious, cognitive goals, already represent in them-
selves real thinking, although it preserves the form of external processes.
The recognizable results of these actions, generalized and fixed by means
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of language, differ essentially from the results of direct sensory reflection,
which are generalized in respective sensory formations. They differ from
the latter not only in that they include properties, connections, and rela-
tions inaccessible to direct sensory evaluation but also in that, transmitted
in the process of verbal communication with other people, they form a
system of knowledge that comprises the content of the consciousness of
the collective, society. Owing to this the concepts, understanding, and
ideas that are generated in separate people are formed, enriched, and sub-
ject to selection not only in the course of their individual use (unavoida-
bly narrowly limited, and subject to chance) but also on the basis of the
immeasurably wider experience that they attain in social use.

In addition, the expression in language of what is initially an external
object form of cognitive activity formulates a condition that allows a sub-
sequent carrying out of its separate processes on the plane of speech
alone. Inasmuch as speech loses its communicative function here and
fulfills only a function of cognition, then its pronouncing, sound facet is
gradually reduced and corresponding processes take on all the more a
character of internal processes carried out for themselves “in the mind.”
Between the initial conditions and the practical carrying out of the action,
there is now an ever longer and longer chain of internal processes of
thought, comparison, analysis, etc., which finally assume relative inde-
pendence and the capacity to be separated from practical activity.

Such separation of thought from practical activity takes place histori-
cally, however, not through itself and not only through the force of its
own logic of development, but is engendered by a division of labor that
results in mental activity and practical, material activity being assigned to
different people. When private ownership of means of production devel-
ops and society is differentiated into antagonistic social classes, the activi-
ty of thought is tom from physical work and contrasted with practical
activity. It now seems completely independent from the latter, which has
a different source and a different nature. Such representations of thought
activity are also found in the idealistic theory of thought.

The separation of thought activity from practical activity and their
opposition are not, however, permanent. With the destruction of private
ownership of means of production and of antagonistic classes, the chasm
between them will gradually disappear. In a developed communistic soci-
ety the transition from one form of activity to the other will become a
natural means of their existence and development. For this reason Marx
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noted that there is no need now for any kind of “complex focuses of re-
flection.”30

Of course, such union of thought activity and practical activity does
not mean that the qualitative difference between them will disappear.
Thought activity, losing certain traits that it assumed as a result of its sep-
aration from practical activity, still preserves its special features, but these
features lose their mystification. They are determined mostly by the fact
that in their developed form, the form of theoretical thought, thought
activity continues without direct contact with objects of the material
world. Theoretical thought of the individual man at the outset does not
even require a subject-sense basis; it may be represented in his head in a
reflected, ideal form: as already accumulated knowledge and abstract ide-
as, For this reason, in distinction from thought that is objectified in the
form of work activity or in an experiment and that is sharply limited be-
cause of this by real objective conditions, theoretical thought has essen-
tially unlimited possibilities of entering into reality, including a reality
quite inaccessible to our influence.

Inasmuch as abstract thinking takes place outside direct contacts with
the objective world, then, because of its relation to it and the problem of
practice as a basis and criterion for the truth of cognition, yet another
problem arises. This concerns the fact that testing the truth of theoretical
results of thought can seldom be realized immediately after these results
are obtained. It may be separated from them by many decades and can-
not always be direct, which makes it necessary that the experience of so-
cial practice should be a part of the thought activity itself. Such a
requirement is met by the fact that thought is subordinated to a logical
(and mathematical) system of laws, rules, and regulations. An analysis of
their nature shows how the experience of social practice enters into the
very course of the process of human thought.

In contrast to the views of the laws of logic as if they arise from the
principles of the working of the mind (or as if they express immanent
laws of a thinking spirit, or finally as if they are evoked by the develop-
ment of the language of science itself), the Marxist view considers logical
laws as representing a generalized reflection of those objective relations
of activity that practical human activity produces and to which it is sub-
ject. “The practical activity of man, “ notes V. I. Lenin, “must have

30 “German Ideology,” MECW vol. 5, p. 263.
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brought the consciousness of man a million times to the repetition of
various logical figures in order that these figures might acquite the signifi-
cance of axioms.” Thus, practical activity, practice, is like a guiding
thread for theoretical thought that prevents theoretical thought from los-
ing the way leading to adequate knowledge.

Such, in the most general sense, are the basic positions of Marxist-
Leninist teachings about thought; they decisively change not only the
general theoretical representations about the nature of thought but also
our understanding of concrete psychological problems. For this reason
the view that Marxist teaching is important only for the general theory of
thought and special experimental psychological investigation should
somehow remain on purely empirical ground is a great mistake. The
problem that confronts scientific psychology even today is that it not be
limited by general dialectic, materialistic positions on the essence of hu-
man thought, but that it define those positions concretely in conformity
with the actual questions involved in the study of the processes of devel-
opment of man’s thought activity, different forms of this activity, mutual
transitions between them, and the influence on it of new social condi-
tions and phenomena such as rapid scientific, technical progress, wider
distribution, and changes of means and form of communication, etc.

At present great changes have taken place in the psychology of
thought. Development of this area of psychological knowledge led to the
fact that many Marxist ideas objectively found their concrete embodi-
ment and development in it inasmuch as some psychologists, even those
who are far removed in their own philosophical views from Marxism,
have begun to cite Marx, but not without a certain coquetry.

In our time almost no one accepts the long-discredited positions of
subjective-empirical psychology that portray thought as a movement in
consciousness of concepts and ideas as if they were a product in individ-
ual human experience of sensory impressions and their generalization —
movements that are directed by the laws of association and preservation.
It became evident that an understanding of thought processes corre-
sponding only to the accumulated facts is understanding them as bringing
about special types of goal-directed activities and operations adequate to
cognitive tasks.

31 Annotations of Hegel’s Logic, LCW vol. 38, p. 190.
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We have also left in the past those psychological theories that knew
thinking simply in one form only — in the form of internal discursive
thought. Contemporary genetic research has disclosed the incontestable
fact of the existence of thought processes taking place also in the form of
external activity with material objects. Moreover, it has been demonstrat-
ed that internal thought processes are nothing other than the result of
interiorization and specification of transformation of external practical
activity, and that stable forms of transition from one form to the other
exist. Under conditions of highly developed thought these transitions
appear particularly distinctly in 1 investigations of so- called technical
thought — the thought of a worker-adjuster of complex technical appa-
ratus, the thought of a scientific experimenter — in studies that were ne-
cessitated by the requirements of the contemporary level of technological
development.

Together with these and other indisputable achievements of psychol-
ogy of thought, however, many of its radical problems worked out apart
from general Marxist theory have received a one-sided and, for this rea-
son, distorted interpretation in contemporary psychology. Even the con-
cept of activity introduced into the psychology of thought is treated by
psychologists positivists in a sense very far from that with which Marx
imbued the concept of objective human activity. In most of the foreign
investigations, the activity of thought is presented from the point of view
of its adaptive function, and not as one of the forms through which man
comprehends reality and changes it. For this reason the operations that
form its structure are put forward first. Actually this means nothing else
but a return to an identification in thought of the logical and the psycho-
logical, and to a peculiar panlogism.

From this comes an “autonomization” of logical operation that is
deeply alien to Marxist teaching about thought, which requires that
thought be considered as a living, human activity having the same basic
structure as does practical activity. Like practical activity, thought activity
answers one need or motive or another and correspondingly calls forth
the regulating effect of emotions. Just as practical activity does, thought
activity consists of action subordinated to conscious purposes. Finally,
like practical activity, thought is realized by some means, that is, with the
help of determined conditions in the given instant — logical or mathemat-
ical. But any operations — regardless of whether they are outward-directed
or inward, mental — represent in their genesis only the product of the de-
velopment of corresponding actions in which are fixed, abstracted, and
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generalized the objective relationships characterizing objective conditions
of action. They therefore have a relatively independent existence and are
capable of being embodied in one material form or another — in the form
of instruments, machines, multiplication tables, simple arithmetic, or
complex calculator-computer apparatus. Nevertheless, they do not cease
to be only a means of human activity and its objects. For this reason
thought activity of man is no more reduced to a system of one kind or
another of logical, mathematical, or other operations than production, for
example, is reduced to the technological processes that realize it.

Ignoring these indisputable positions creates those illusionary repre-
sentations of thought in which everything appears upside down: Symbolic
thought operations resulting from the development of cognitive activity
of man seem to give rise to his thought. These representations find their
expression particulatly in the ascribing to contemporary “thinking” ma-
chines (which like any other machines, in the words of Marx, are only
“created by man’s hand as organs of man’s mind3?) the properties of
genuine thinking subjects. It seems that it is not they who setrve the think-
ing of man, but quite the contrary, man serves them.?

It is not difficult to see that ascribing to machines the intellectual ca-
pabilities of man expresses once again the same alienation of thinking
from sensory activity only in a new form: Now the operations of thought
in their exteriorized forms are separated from human activity and trans-
ferred to machines. But the operations in essence are only ways and
means of thinking, and not thinking itself. For this reason the psycholog-
ical consequences of the scientific-technological revolution that objective-
ly gives rise to an intellectualization of human work, a uniting in it of
mental and practical activity, are apparently dependent not on technolog-
ical automation in itself but on that social system in which this technolo-
gy will function. Under conditions of materialism, under conditions of
alienation of the means of production, it will only move the line of frac-
ture into the sphere of intellectual activity, separating the elitist the crea-
tors of automation — from those who serve this automation; under
conditions of a socialistic-communistic society informing human thought,

32 Reference unknown.

33 A. N. Leontyev, “Automation and Man,” Psychological Research, 2nd ed., Mos-
cow 1970, pp. 312.
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it will, on the other hand, ensure the development of a creative and intel-
lectual character of work in all of its units and forms.

Of course, this is a completely separate problem, which requires spe-
cial consideration. If I mention it here, it is only to stress once again the
indivisibility of thought from the real conditions of its functioning in
man’s life. The investigation of thought processes, not in isolation from
the variety and forms in which they exist in human activity but as a
means of this activity, represents only one of the most important tasks
confronting Soviet psychologists, confronting all Marxists psychologists.

In this chapter only certain problems were touched on; a more de-
tailed explication will be the task of further work. More than anything we
must consider the problem of understanding the psyche as a reflection of
reality.



Chapter 2. Psychic Reflection

2.1. Levels of Investigation of Reflection

The concept of reflection is a fundamental philosophical concept. It
also has a fundamental sense for psychological science. Introducing the
concept of reflection into psychology as a basic concept laid the founda-
tion for its development on a new Marxist-Leninist theoretical basis. Psy-
chology has developed for 50 years since that time, and its concrete-
scientific presentations have developed and changed; the main thing — the
approach toward the psyche as a subjective image of objective reality —
has remained and is unchangeable.

In speaking of reflection one must first of all emphasize the historical
sense of this concept. Of primary importance is the fact that its content is
not congealed. On the contrary, in the course of the progress of natural
science, of man and society, it is developing and becoming enriched.

Secondly, also very important is the position that ideas of develop-
ment and ideas of the existence of various levels and forms of reflection
be included in the concept of reflection. We are speaking of vatious levels
of those changes in reflecting bodies that arise as a result of actions expe-
rienced by them and that are adequate to them. These levels are very dif-
ferent. But all of these levels have a common relation that is displayed in
nonliving nature, in the wotld of animals, and, finally, in man in qualita-
tively different forms.

In connection with this there arises a problem that has a primary sig-
nificance for psychology: studying the features and functions of various
levels of reflection, and tracing the transitions from its simpler levels and
forms to more complex levels and forms.

It is known that Lenin considered reflection as a property already in-
corporated in the “foundation of the very edifice of material,” which at a
determined degree of development, and particularly at the level of highly
organized living material, assumes the form of sensing, perception, and in
man, also the form of theoretical thought, concept. Such a historical un-
derstanding of reflection, in the broad sense of the word, precludes the
possibility of treating psychic phenomena as removed from the common
system of interaction in a world indivisible in its material aspect. The
broader significance of this for science is that the psychic, for which ide-
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alism postulated a basic quality, is turned into a problem for scientific
investigation; the only postulate that remains is the admission of the in-
dependence of existing, objective reality from the cognitive subject. In
this lies the idea of Lenin’s requirement that we go not from sensing to
the internal world but from the internal world toward sensing, from the
internal world as primary to subjective psychological phenomena as sec-
ondary.! It is self evident that this requirement also fully covers concrete
scientific study of the psyche and psychology.

To investigate sensory phenomena coming from the external world,
from things, is to investigate them objectively. As is evident in the experi-
ence of the development of psychology, there are many theoretical diffi-
culties in this. They become apparent even in connection with the first
concrete achievements in the study of the brain and sensory organs by
natural science. The work of physiologists and psychologists, although it
enriched scientific psychology with the knowledge of important facts and
laws that condition the existence of psychic phenomena, could not, how-
ever, disclose directly the essence of these phenomena themselves; the
psyche continued to be regarded in its isolation, and the problem of psy-
chological relation to the external world was solved in the spirit of the
physiological idealism of 1. Muller, the hieroglyphism of G. Helmholtz,
the dualistic idealism of W. Wundt, etc. The widest dissemination was
given to the parallelistic position that in modem psychology is masked
only by a new terminology.

A larger contribution to the problem of reflection was made by the
reflex theory, the teaching of 1. P. Pavlov, about higher nervous activity.
The main emphasis in the research was substantially confused: Reflexive,
psychic functions of the brain were presented as a product and condition
of real ties between the organism and the environment impinging upon it.
This prompted a basically new orientation of research expressed in the
approach to brain phenomena from the standpoint of the interaction
generating them, manifested in the behavior of the organisms in prepara-
tion, formulation, and consolidation. It even seemed that the study of the
work of the brain at this level, according to I. P. Pavlov, the “second part
of physiology,”? completely departs in perspective from scientific, de-
scriptive psychology.

1 “Materialism and Empiriocriticism,” LCW, vol. 14.
2 1. P. Pavlov, Complete Works, Vol. 111, Book 1, Moscow, 1951, p. 28.
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A principal theoretical difficulty, however, remained; this was ex-
pressed in the impossibility of bringing the level of psychological analysis
to the level of physiological analysis, psychological laws, to the laws of
brain activity. Now, when psychology as a separate area of knowledge
obtained wide acceptance and assumed a practical significance for resolv-
ing many problems presented by life, new evidence was found for the
position of the non-convergence of the psychic and the physiological — in
the practice of psychological research itself. A sufficiently clear-cut factu-
al difference was formulated between psychic processes on the one hand,
and the physiological mechanisms that carry out these processes on the
other, a distinction without which it would of course be impossible to
resolve even the problems of correlations and connections between
them; in addition, a system of objective psychological methods was for-
mulated, particularly methods for borderline psychological-physiological
research. Owing to this, concrete study of the nature and mechanisms of
psychic processes far exceeded the boundaries set by natural science rep-
resentations of the activity of the organ of the psyche the brain. Of
course this does not mean that all theoretical questions relating to the
problem of the psychological and the physiological were answered. It
may be said only that there was a serious movement in this direction.
New complex theoretical problems also appeared. One of these was pre-
sented by the development of the cybernetic approach to the study of
processes of reflection. Under the influence of cybernetics, the analysis of
regulating the conditions of living systems by means of information di-
rected by them held the center of attention. Thus a new step was taken
along the path already marked to the study of the interaction of living
organisms with the environment that now appeared from a different per-
spective, the perspective of transfer, processing, and preserving infor-
mation. In addition there occurred a theoretical narrowing of the
approaches to qualitative, different-directed, and self-directed objects,
nonliving systems, animals, and man. The very concept of information
(one that is fundamental for cybernetics), although it came from the
technology of communication, appears to be from its genesis, so to
speak, human, physiological, and even psychological; it all began from the
study of transfer along technical canals of semantic information from
petson to person.
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As is known, the cybernetic approach was applicable implicitly from
the very beginning to psychic activity also.> Very soon it appeared indis-
pensable in psychology itself, especially in engineering psychology, inves-
tigating “man-machine” systems, which are considered a specific instance
of a system of regulation. Now concepts of the type, “reversible connec-
tion,” “regulation,” “information,” “model,” etc. are widely used even in
branches of psychology that have no need to apply formal languages ca-
pable of describing processes of regulation taking place in given systems,
including technological systems.

2 <<

If introduction into psychology of neurophysiological concepts is
based on the position of the psyche as a function of the brain, then the
use in psychology of the cybernetic approach has a different scientific
justification. Psychology is a concrete science dealing with the origin and
development of the reflection of reality by man, which takes place in his
activity and which by mediating it fulfills a real role in the activity. For its
part, cybernetics, studying the processes of intrasystem and intersystem
interaction in the sense of information and similarity, allows the introduc-
tion of quantitative methods into the study of processes of reflection, and
thus enriches the study of reflection as a general property of material.
This was indicated in our philosophical literature many times,* as was the
fact that results in cybernetics have an essential significance for psycho-
logical research.

The significance of cybernetics for the study of mechanisms of sen-
sory reflection taken from this aspect appears indisputable. We must not
forget, however, that general cybernetics, giving a description of the pro-
cesses of regulation, turns away from their concrete nature. For this rea-
son in almost every special field there arises a question of the proper
application of cybernetics. It is known, for instance, how complicated the
question is when social processes are considered. It is also complicated
for psychology. The cybernetic approach to psychology, of course, does
not consist simply of exchanging psychological terms for cybernetic
terms; such an exchange would be as fruitless as the attempt made in its
time to replace psychological terms with physiological terms. Incorporat-

3 N. Wiener, Cybernetics, Moscow 1968.
4 V. 1. Lenin, Theory of Reflection and Natural Science, Moscow, 1961.
5 See “Cybernetics,” Philosophical Encyclopedia, Vol. 11, Moscow 1962.
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ing the separate positions and theorems of cybernetics mechanically into
psychology is even less allowable.

The concrete-scientific and methodological significance of the prob-
lem of the sensory image and models is especially important among the
problems that arise in psychology in connection with the development of
the cybernetic approach. Notwithstanding that not a few works of phi-
losophers, physiologists, psychologists, and cybemeticists have been dedi-
cated to this problem, it merits further theoretical analysis in the light of
the study of the sensory image as a subject of reflection of the world in
the consciousness of man.

As is known, the concept of the model has received very wide ac-
ceptance and use in very different meanings. For further consideration of
our problem, however, we may use the simplest and least refined, that is
to say, its definition. We will call such a system (multitude) a model, the
elements of which are found to be similar (homomorphic, isomorphic) to
elements of another system (the modeled). It is absolutely evident that
under such a broad definition of model the sensory image is, of course,
also included. The problem, however, is not whether one can approach
the psychological image as a model, but whether this approach encom-
passes its essential specific features, its nature.

The Lenin theory of reflection considers sensory images in human
consciousness as prints, photographs of an independently existing reality.
This is also what brings psychic reflections close to “related” forms of
reflection peculiar also to material that does not have a “clearly expressed
capability of sensing.”® But this forms only one side of the characteriza-
tion of psychic reflections; the other side consists of the fact that psychic
reflection, as distinct from mirror and other forms of passive reflection, is
subjective, and this means that it is not passive, not dead, but active, that
into its definition enters human life and practice, and that it is character-
ized by the movement of a constant flow, objective into subjective.

These positions, having primarily a gnosiological sense, are also basic
for concrete-scientific psychological investigations. Especially on the psy-
chological level there arises the problem of the specific features of those
forms of reflection that are expressed by the presence in man of subjec-
tive — sensory and thought — images of reality.

6 “Materialism and Empiriocriticism,” LCW, vol. 14.
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The position that the psychic reflection of reality is its subjective im-
age means that the image belongs to the real subject of life. But the con-
cept of subjectivity of the image in the sense of its belonging to the
subject of life includes in itself an indication of its being active. A connec-
tion of the image with what is reflected is not a connection of two objects
(systems, multitudes) in mutual similar relations one to another — their
relationship reproduces a polarization of any living process at one pole of
which stands the active (“partial”) subject, and at the other, the object
“indifferent” to the subject. It is this feature of relation of the subjective
image to reflected reality that is not included in the relationship “model-
modeled.” The latter relationship has the property of symmetry, and ac-
cordingly the terms model and modeled have relative senses, depending
on which of two objects the subject that recognizes them believes theo-
retically or practically to be the model and which the modeled. The pro-
cess of modeling (that is, the building by the subject of models of
whatever types, or even the recognition by the subject of connections
defining such a change of the object that imparts to him characteristics of
the model of a certain object) is an altogether different question.

Even so the concept of subje